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Sml: ReJUctions on Violtme 


Georges Sorel’s Reflectum on Violence is one of the most contro- 
versi^ l>ook$ of the twentieth century: J. B. Priestley argued that if 
one could grasp why a retired civil servant had written such a book 
then the modem age could be understood. It heralded the political 
turmoil of the decades that were to follow its publication and pro¬ 
vided inspiration for Marxists and Fascists alike. Developing the 
ideas of violence, myth and the general strike, Sorel celebrates the 
heroic action of the proletariat as a means of saving the modem 
world from decadence and of reinvigorating the capitalist spirit of 
a timid bourgeoisie. This new edition of Sorel’s classic text is 
accompanied by an editor’s introduction by Jeremy Jennings, a lead¬ 
ing scholar in political thought, both setting the work in its context 
and explaining its major themes. A chronology of Sorel’s life and a 
list of f^urther reading are included, 

JEREMY JENNINGS is professoi of political theory at the University 
of Birmingham. He is the author or editor of numerous books and 
articles, including Georges Sorel: The Character and Development of 
his Thought Syndicalism in France: A Ststdy of Ideas (1990) 

and Infellectuals in Politics {1997). 
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Introduction 


Sorel’s early writings 

Bom in 184.7, Georges Soiel came late to writing about politics, A 
provincial and bourgeois upbringing was completed by an eduadon 
in Paris and then by over twenty years working as a civil engineer 
for the French Slate. Most of that time was spent in the southern 
town of Perpignan, far from the intellectual and political excitement 
of Paris. Yet it was here that Sorel began to write. 

Sorel’s first articles appeared in the mid-i88os. For the most part 
these were concerned with obscure scientific subjects, but many 
were devoted to studying the impact of the French Revolution upon 
the Pyroiees-Orientales region where he worked. Then, in 1889, 
came the publication of two books: Contribution d I'etude profane de 
la Bible and Le Proeh de Socrate. Both dealt only indirectly with 
politics, but where they did so they conveyed a message of moral 
conservatism. The France of the Third Republic was thought to be 
in a state of moral decline. To reverse this process, Sorel rec¬ 
ommended the values of hard work, the family and those of a rural 
society. 

Sorel’s retirement from government service in 1892 and move to 
the suburbs of Paris coincided with his first interest in Marxism- 
Upon the basis of a limited acquaintance with the texts of Marx, 
Sorel initially saw Marxism as a science. This, however, was quickly 
to change as he perceived the inadequacies of the economic deter¬ 
minism associated with Marxist orthodoxy. Accordingly, Sorel 
undertook a fundamental reinterpretation of Marxism, calling for a 
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return to what he described as ‘the Marxism of Marx’. Denying the 
veracity of the so-eailed 'laws of capitalist development’, he 
deprived Marxism of the certitude of ultimate victory, replacing the 
idea of an economic catastrophe facing capitalism with that of a 
moral catastrophe facing bourgeois society ‘Socialism’, Sorel wrote, 
‘is a moral question, in the sense that it brings to the world a new 
way of judging human actions and, to use a celebrated expression 
of Nietzsche, a new evaluation of all values.’ This momentarily 
brought him close to an endorsement of political democracy and 
reformism, only for his allegiances to shift again with the new 
century. 


The context of Sorel’s Reflections 

Two movements serve to explain this new stance and form the 
immediate backdrop to the argument of Rtftections m Violence. The 
first is the rise of the French syndicalist movement, committed to 
the tactics of direct action by the working class. Sorel had been 
following these developments since the late iS^ds, producing a 
series of texts that sketch out the potential of the syndicats or trade 
■unions,' and he had been especially impressed by the efforts of 
his friend Fernand Pelloutier to forge the bourses Ju travaiP into 
organizations of proletarian self-emancipation; but it was after 1902, 
when the Confederation Getierale du Travail (CGT) launched a 
series of spectacular strikes, chat syndicalism came to the forefront 
of Sorel’s attention. In 1906 the CGT adopted the ‘Charter^ of 
Amiens’, announcing that it 'brings together, outside every political 
school of thought, all those workers conscious of the struggle 
necessary to obtain the disappearance of wage-earners and em¬ 
ployers’. As such, syndicalism was ‘Ic parti du travail’; it scorned 
politics, the Republic and patriotism, and, in its regular clashes 
with employers and the Slate, denounced what it termed the 


' See especiaUj 'L’Avenir socialiste des syndicats’, LHumamK nouvtlk a {1898), 
DP 204-307 432-45; ‘i’histoire du trade-unionisme anglais', L'Ouvrkr des 4eux 
modes 2 (189W. P9 337-40; ‘Le graves’, U Satnse sxMe ys PP- 3 h- 

32, 417-36; ‘Les graves de Montceau-les-raines « leur signification , Pages Itbres 

’ wwrf were originilly conceived as labour exchan^ but in Pellou- 

tief’s scheme figured as centres of working-class lift and education. 
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'government of assassins’. Through strikes it intended to bring capi¬ 
talism to an end, replacing it not by State socialism but by a society 
of producers. Sore! did not create or even inspire the syndicalist 
movement, nor was he ever fully in agreement with its ideas (he 
never endorsed its use of industrial sabotage, for example), but he 
did believe that it embodied what was ‘truly true’ in Marxism, 
giving substance to its central tenet of class struggle leading to a 
‘catastrophic’ revolution. Moreover, obsemtion of its activities 
revealed to Sorel that 'the normal development of strikes has 
included a significant number of acts of violence’ (p, 3(>) and it was 
this that led him to conclude that ‘if we wish to discuss soaalism 
seriously, we must first of all investigate the functions of violence 
in present social conditions’ (p. 39). 

The Dreyhisard movement provides the second context for these 
reflections. In 1898 Sorel had rallied to the cause of the Jewish army 
officer Alfred Dreyfus, wrongly imprisoned for treason. In this he 
shared the conviction of many that more was at stake than the fate 
of Dreyfus himself. For Sorel, the defence of Dreyfus followed from 
what he regarded as the ethical impulse that defined socialism, an 
impulse that meant that the notions of ‘morality and justice’ 
informed socialist conduct. Sorel, like many of his friends who fre¬ 
quented the bookshop of Charles Peguy, was to feel deeply betrayed 
by the outcome of Dreyfusard agitation. On this view, with the 
victory of the Bloc des Gauches in 1902 the slogan of ‘repuWican 
defence’ was turned into an excuse for careerism and political 
advancement by politicians only too ready to abandon their prin¬ 
ciples and to adorn themselves with the privileges of power. Yet 
this alone cannot explain the sheer venom that is directed by Sorel 
against these Third Republic politicians, most of whom have been 
long since forgotten. From 1901, with the ‘law of associations, the 
government passed a series of anticlerical laws, culminating in the 
separation of aurch and State in 1905- These laws, to Sorel’s dis¬ 
gust were applied vindictively against the religious orders of the 
atholic aurch. This, however, was not all, Under Prime Minister 
Ombes, the government began the process of purging the higher 
ranks of the army and in doing so used the Masonic L^g« “ 
provide information about the religious and political loyalriw of lU 
officers. When the scandal broke, it provided damning evident o 
an intricate systan of spying and delation. For Sorel, this was final 
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proof of the corruption of the Republic and of its politicians. This 
disgust is evident throughout Sorel’s text, 

Philosophical influences 

If syndicalism and the Dreyfus affair provide the immediate politi¬ 
cal context for Refleettons on Violence, then it is Sorel’s immersion 
in the broader intellectual environment of his day that gives the 
text its vibrancy and its originality. Sorel received one of the best 
educations that the French State could offer, yet he regarded him¬ 
self as self-eduated. This was true to the extent that he was a 
voracious reader, consuming books on a daily basis, usually for 
review. He was, however, also a great listener (regularly attending 
Bergson’s lectures in Paris), conversationalist (especially before his 
many young admirers) and letter writer (with correspondents all 
over Europe). No subject was out of bounds, and all were dissected 
by Sorel’s penetrating intelligence. The footnotes of Rejlecttons on 
Violence alone make for fascinating reading. What they show is the 
mind of a man who was equally at home with science, history, poli¬ 
tics, philosophy and theology, who could move easily from dis¬ 
cussing the early history of the Christian Church to contemporary 
tracts on psychology. In Refiections on Violence, references to the 
virtually unknown Giambattista Vico are found alongside those to 
Blaise Pascal, Ernest Renan, Friedrich Nietzsche, Eduard von Hart¬ 
mann, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, John Henry Newman, Karl Marx, 
Alexis de ToequeviUe and countless other intellectual luminaries of 
the Third Republic, as part of an argument designed to focus our 
attention upon the possibility of attaining an ‘ethics of sublimity’. 

There are at least three of Sorel's conclusions or perspectives that 
need to be highlighted. To begin, Sorel was amongst the first in 
France to read Marx seriously. The interpretation that underpins 
much of the economic argument of Refteclions on Violence is that 
Marxism is a fonn of ‘Manchesterianism’ (i.c. classical liberal 
economics). Marxism beUeved, therefore, that the capitaUst econ¬ 
omy should be allowed lo operate unhindered, without interference 
from the State and without concern for the welfare of the work»s. 
In this way not only would capiulism surmount all the t^t^es 
before it but the workers would prepare themselves for the final 
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struggle for emancipation. When capiulisnt did not follow this 
path - due, for example, to a concern to foster ‘social peace’ or 
class ‘solidarity’ - the result was ‘economic decadence’ and, as a 
consequence, the non-attainment of the intellectual, moral and tech¬ 
nical education of the proletariat. This is why Sorel believed that 
the workers should respond with ‘black ingratitude’ to the benevol¬ 
ence of the employers and to the propagators of what he contemptu¬ 
ously refers to as ‘civilized socialism'. 

Secondly, as an assiduous reader of the works of Max Nordau, 
Thtodule Ribot and Gusuve le Bon, as well as Henri Bergson, 
Sore! became acutely aware of the non-rational sources of human 
motivation. This was a major preoccupation at the end of the nine¬ 
teenth century. Human beings, Sorel telk us, ‘do nothing great 
without the help of warmly coloured images which absorb the whole 
of our attention' (p. 140). It is this that informs Sorel’s rejection of 
what he dubs the ‘intellectualist philosophy’ and which he associates 
most of all in this text with the great nineteenth-century critic and 
Biblical scholar, Ernest Renan. A sceptic such as Renan, like all 
those who believed that ‘eventually everything wiU be explained 
rationally’, could not understand why an individual, be it a Napo¬ 
leonic soldier or a striking worker, would perform a selfless and 
heroic act. 

Thirdly, Sorel dismissed the nineteenth-century ‘illusion of pro¬ 
gress’, scorning its optimism in favour of an undisguised pessimism. 
This is a theme that can be found in Sorel’s very earliest writings 
(where, like Nietzsche, he castigates the ‘optimism’ of Socrates), 
but in this text it owes much to his reading of Eduard von Hart- 
maim and the seventeenth-century religious philosopher, Pascal. It 
is from the latter that he takes the idea that the ‘march towards 
deliverance' is narrowly conditioned both by the immense obstacles 
that we face and by ‘a profound conviction of our natural weakness 
(p. ii). On this view, happiness will not be produced automatically 
for everybody; rather deliverance - if it is ever obtained - will be 
the outcome of heroic acts, secured with the help of ‘a whole band 
of companions’. It is this emphasis upon the difficulties to be en¬ 
countered on the journey ahead that allows Sorel to regard the 
wandering Jew, ‘condemned to march forever without knowing 
rest’, as ‘the symbol of the highest aspiration of mankind’- Similarly, 


xi 
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it encouraged him to believe that the pessimist is not ‘subject to the 
bloodthirsty follies of the optimist driven mad by the unforeseen 
obstacles that his projects meet’ (p. 11). 

Style and methodology 

If Sorel regarded himself as self-educated, so too he was acutely 
aware that the way he presented his argument in Reflections on Viol¬ 
ence did not conform to ‘the rules of the art of writing’. As the 
introductory ‘LetWr to Daniel Halevy’ reveals, he was unapologetic 
about this, informing his readers that ‘I write notebooks in which I 
set down my thoughts as they arise’ |p. 5). Into those notebooks 
went only those things that he had not met elsewhere. There was, 
however, more to this than stylistic idiosyncrasy. As a methodology, 
it was suited to what Sorel described in one of his essays on syndi¬ 
calism as ‘the fluid character of reality’ and, indeed, Sorel was 
appalled at the idea of producing a perfectly symmetrical and coher¬ 
ent body of knowledge. To do so would be to pander to those 
content with ‘the impersonal, the socialized, the ready-made’ and 
it is to avoid this that Sorel, in the appendix entitled ‘Unity and 
multiplicity’, outlines his concept of diremption as a method (rf 
investigation providing ‘a symbolic knowledge’ of what he charac¬ 
terizes as ‘the chaos of social phenomena’.’ The explanations dis¬ 
closed by this process would be at best partial and incomplete. 

Similarly, Sorel had no desire to provide a closed philosophical 
system that could readily be put to use by any disciples. Rather, he 
saw philosophy as ‘only the recognition of the abysses which he on 
each side of die path that the vulgar follow with the serenity of 
sleepwalkers’ (p. 7). His aim, therefore, was to awaken ‘within 
every man a metaphysical fire’. This commitment to ‘the spirit of 
invention’ impacts uptm the argument of Reflections on Violence in 
a whole series of ways. If Sorel shared Bergson’s hosttlity towards 
the prevailing scientism of their day, it is important to realize diat 
Sorel believed that he himself was ‘proceeding scientifically’. It was 
the opponents of syndicalism who were out of touch with the dis¬ 
coveries of modem science and philosophy. Thus, for example, it 

‘ See Gfeorges] Sorel, Matiriavj: dVne tkiorie du proUtanat (Paris, Riviere, IQll), 
pp. 6 - 7 . 
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is central to Sorel’s argument that he should dismiss the ‘bourgeois 
conception of science’ that secs the latter as ‘a mill which produces 
solutions to all the problems we are faced with' (p. 132) . In the 
same way he constantly disparages the purveyors of the ‘little sci¬ 
ence’ who believed that the ‘aim of science was to forecast the future 
with accuracy’. All confuse science with clarity of exposition. 

Amongst those purveyors were the Intellectuals (a noun Sorel 
always capitalizes). These, Sorel tells us, ‘are not, as is so often said, 
men who think: they are people who have adopted the profession 
of thinking’ (p. 156). They have done so for an ‘aristocratic salary’ 
and also because they intend to exploit the proletariat. To that end 
they sketch out a utopia, an ‘intellectual product’ that as ‘the work 
of theorists’ directs ‘’men’s minds towards reforms which can be 
brought about by patching up the system’ (pp. 28-9). 

Myths 

This leads to the development of one of Sorel’s most controversial 
ideas: the importance of myths. Myths, as ‘expressions of a will to 
act’, are the very antithesis of utopias. Again Sorel addresses this 
issue in his introductory ‘Letter to Daniel Halevy', preci^ly 
because it informs so much of his subsequent argument. The mind 
of man’, Sorel teUs us, is so constituted that it cannot remain con¬ 
tent with the mere observations of facts but wishes to understand 
the inner reason of things’ {pp. 2 +“ 5 )- Moreover, it is Bergson s 
philosophy that helps us to understand this. Bergson, Sorel tells us, 
asks us to consider ‘the inner depths of the mind and what happens 
during a creative moment’ (p. 26). Acting freely, we recover our¬ 
selves, attaining the level of pure ‘duration’ that Bergson equates 
with ‘integral knowledge’. This new form of comprehension was 
identified as ‘intuition’, a form of internal and empathetic under¬ 
standing, and it was precisely this form of intuitive understanding 
that Sorel believed was encompassed by his category of myth. Sorel 
had been working towards this conclusion for sometime, concludmg 
in his essay Li Diempsitim du marxisme (1908) that Mara had 
‘always described revolution in mythical form’, but in the mam 
body of Reflectiom on f/iolence it is the general strike that features 
as a myth, precisely because it provides an ‘intuitive’ understanding 
and ‘picture’ of the essence of socialism. More than this, those who 
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live in the world of myths are ‘secure from all refutation’ and cannot 
be discoura^. It is therefore through myths that we understand 
‘the activity, the sentiments and the ideas of the masses as they 
prepare themselves to enter on a decisive struggle’ (p. 28). 


Class struggle and violence 

What is the purpose of this decisive struggle? Ift the fin^ chapter 
of his text Sorel describes what will be ‘the ethic of the producers 
of the future’ and in doing so he confirms that the ‘great preoccu¬ 
pation' of his entire life was ‘the historical genesis of morality’.* The 
particular morality described is an austere one, owing much to the 
severe moralism of Proudhon and not diverging substantially from 
that set out in Sorel’s early pre-socialist writings. It is also a descrip¬ 
tion couched in terms of Sorel’s only extended discussion of the 
ideas of Nietzsche. Sexual fidelity, grounded upon the institution 
of the family, is at its heart. Having earlier told us that the world 
will become more ‘just’ to the extent that it becomes more ‘chaste , 
Sore! now argues in this text that ‘Love, by the enthusiasm it 
begets, can produce that sublimity without which there would be 
no effective morality’ (p. 236).’ But, at anodier level, it is to be a 
morality that rejects ‘an ethics adapted to consumers’, an ethics that 
devalued work and overvalued pleasure, an ethics that gave pride 
of place to the parasitic activities of the politician and the intellec- 
tual. In its place was to be a morality that turned ‘the men of today 
into the free producers of tomorrow, working in workshops where 
there are no masters’ {p. 238). new morality of selfless dedication 
to one’s work and one’s colleagues would, in other words, be 
attained through participation in what amounted to a new set of 
self-governing industrial institutions. Yet there was more to this 
‘secret virtue’ than a distinct proletarian morality. Work m the 
modem fiictory, So«l believed, demanded constant innovation and 
improvement in the quantity and quality of production, and it was 
through this that ‘indefinite progress’ was achieved. This striving 
for perfection ensured not only that industrial work attained the 


* ‘Lenere di Georges Sorel a B. Croce', 26 (1928). p. i~_ 

^ Ob this important theme, see Flranyoise] Blum, ‘Images de la Femme ch« 
Georges Sorel’, Cakun Georgis Son! 4 (10S6). pp. $-^5- 
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status of art but also that the factory would become the site of an 
'economic epic’ to rival the Homeric epic of the battlefield. 

Sorel also makes it clear that this new morality will emerge at the 
expense of the 'total elimination’ of the bourgeoisie, It will, more¬ 
over, be brought about by a class working ‘subterraneously’ within 
society, ‘separating itself’ from the modem world, Sorel locates the 
entire argument of Ri/kcciotts of Violence in the context of a situation 
where the possibility and nearness of decline is ever present, thus 
again continuing a theme found in his earliest essays. The bour¬ 
geoisie, as the title of one chapter makes clear, arc seen as being 
decadent, ‘destined henceforth to live without morals’.* Their deca¬ 
dence, however, is also economic: no longer are they willing to func¬ 
tion as the bold captains of industry, driving the economy forward 
to greater heights. Here, Sorel believed, history presented us with 
a clear historical precedent. By locating his argument within the 
framework of Vico’s ideal history of eorsi and ricorsi (see pp. xxxiii- 
xxxiv, below), he felt himself able to demonstrate the consequences 
of a social transformation carried out in a period of moral and econ¬ 
omic decadence: the victory of Christianity over the Roman Empire 
showed that ‘at least four centuries of barharism had to be gone 
through before a progressive movement showed itself; society was 
compelled to descend to a state not far removed from its origins’ 
(pp- 83-4)- The same descent into barbarism would occur if the 
proletariat, itself corrupted, secured its ends by dispossessing a 
humaniurian and timorous bourgeoisie of its possession of a 
degenerate capitalism. 

Sorel’s conclusion was unambiguous: the workers must mainlmn 
divisions within society, distancing themselves from the corrupting 
processes of bourgeois democracy and forsaking social peace in 
favour of class struggle and confrontation: ‘everything may be saved 
if the proletariat, by their use of violence, manage to re-esublish 
the division into classes and so restore to the bourgeoisie something 
of its energy’ (p, 85). This followed from Sorel’s account of Marx¬ 
ism as a version of‘ManchesterUnism’; violence, ‘carried on as a 
pure and simple manifestation of the sentiment of class struggle, 
would disabuse philanthropic employers of their paternal concern 
for their employees, teaching them to devote themselves to securing 

‘ See also 'La Criw morale et religieuse’, Le Mouieneni sonahne 22 {1^7). p- 35- 

XV 
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the progress of production and nothing more. This, in turn, would 
restore tbe/flM/«e of capitalist development, thereby allowing capi¬ 
talism to attain its ‘historical perfection' and (o establish the material 
foundations of a future socialist society. On this account, proletarian 
violence appears ‘a very fine and heroic thing’, serving ‘the immem¬ 
orial interests of civilization'. 


The revolutionary tradition 
This, then, was Sorel’s shocking conclusion: violence would save 
the world from barbarism. But what sort of violence was it to be? 
Here we come to the heart of so much of the subsequent misunder¬ 
standing (as well as misuse) of his ideas, for Sorel was adamant that 
a distinction had to be drawn between the violence of the revol¬ 
utionary proletariat and the force deployed in the name of the State 
by politicians and intellectuals. 

As Sore! made clear in his essay ‘Mes raisons du syndicalisme’,’ 
he did not come to syndicalism via Jacobinism, nor did he share the 
‘veneration’ for the men who made the French Revolution. More¬ 
over, this distaste for the ‘terrorists of 1793’ can be traced back to 
his very earliest writings. A letter of 1872, for example, hi^lights 
his aversion to ‘la jfeuitiere rouge’,* whilst his writings prior to his 
conversion to Marxism in 1892 likewise detail his hatred of the 
Jacobin tradition, its bourgeois adherents and their passion for dic¬ 
tatorial State power. 

In his mamre writings - and especially in Reflections on Violence — 
his criticisms of the Revolution and its supporters can be distilled 
into three specific claims. Firstly, if Sorel recognized that Rousseau 
was not responsible for the Terror and the actions of Robespierre, 
he did believe that certain key Rousseauian notions Iwd been passed 
on into democratic theory. Specifically, Sorel considered that the 
concept of the general will had been used to justify the idea of 
‘government by all the citizens’, despite the fact that the whole 
thing was nothing but a ‘fiction’. The reality had been that dunng 
the Revolution every salon, and then every Jacobin club, believed 
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that it possessed the secret of the general will, thereby justifying 
their limitless authority; passed down to the democrats of contem¬ 
porary France, this conceit was now entertained by a class of intel¬ 
lectuals who had turned themselves into the people’s masters ’ 

Sectmdly, Sorel believed that contemporary socialism had 
embraced a whole set of the Revolution’s most reprehensible atti¬ 
tudes. First among these was the idea of ‘Parisian dictatorship’. 
‘Even today’, Sorel wrote, ‘many socialists believe chat if power 
were to fall into their hands it would be easy to impose their pro¬ 
gramme, their new morals and new ideas upon France.’ More 
damning still was Sorel’s contention that the Revolution was funda¬ 
mentally inegalitarian in inspiration. Thus, Sorel wrote, it was clear 
that those socialist politicians ‘imbued with the spirit of the Revol¬ 
ution’ wished to preserve ‘the principle of hierarchy’. So we find 
that in Reflections on Violence, not only does Sorel endorse Toeque- 
ville’s conclusion that there was no radical break between the politi¬ 
cal structures of pre- and post-revolutionary France but he also 
contends that, for contemporary socialists, revolution can be 
reduced to a change of government personnel."’ 

It is the theme of continuit)' between the ancien regime, the Revol¬ 
ution and contemporary socialism that underpins Sorel s third 
major criticism of the ideology and practice of 1789-93' 
fundamental ideas of the ancien regime’. Sorel writes in what is argu¬ 
ably the key chapter of Reflections on Violence (chapter III, ‘Preju¬ 
dices against violence’), ‘had been the employment of the penal 
procedure to ruin any power which was an obstacle to the mon¬ 
archy’ (p. 96). The aim had been not to maintain justice but to 
enhance the strength of the State and thus ‘negligence, ill-will and 
carelessness became revolt against authority, crime or treason. The 
Revolution, Sorel argued, ‘piously inherited this tradition’, giving 
immense importance to imaginary crimes, guillotining th^ who 
could not satisfy the expectations aroused by public opinion, and 
producing in the classic piece of ‘Robespierre’s legislation’, the law 
of 22nd Prairial, a law whose definitions of ‘political crime’ were so 
vague as to ensure that no ‘enemy of the Revolution’ could escape. 


‘ See ‘L’Avenir sociaiiste des syndieats’, in Maieruia d'voe Morie in freUiariM, 
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Here, raised to pre-eminence, was the ‘doctrine of the State’. 
Stripped of its prestige, therefore, all that remained of the Revol¬ 
ution were ‘police operations, prosaiptions and the sittings of ser¬ 
vile courts of law’. 

Little, Sorel indicates, has changed. ‘By cruel experience’, he tells 
us, ‘we know now, alas! that the State still had its high priests and 
its fervent advocates among the Dreyfusards’ (p. loi). No sooner 
was the Dreyfus case over than Combes and the government of 
'republican defence’ began another ‘political prosecution’. Jaures 
and his friends could not bring themselves to condemn the system 
of spyir^ introduced into the army. Ultimately, however, one is led 
to conclude that for Sorel the key piece of evidence was provided 
by Jaurte’ equivocation in his Histoin soctalUte de la Revolution 
fianfaise when faced with the need to account for the Jacobins. Such 
people. Sore! tells us, ‘are worthy successors of Robespierre’, they 
‘preserve the old cult of the State; they are therefore prepared to 
commit all the misdeeds of the ancim regime and of the Revolution. 

The general strike 

The point of all this is to establish that ‘the abuses of the revolution¬ 
ary bourgeois force of li7]93’ should not be confused with the 
violence of our revolutionary syndicalists’. Syndicalism omceived 
the transmission of power not in tentB of the replacement of one 
intellmtial elite by another but as a process diffusing authonty 
down into the workers’ own organizations. Those organizations, 
unlike a system of political democracy replete with Rousseauian 
baggage, provided a pattern of genuine and effective represenation. 
Most importantly, the violence employed by the proletariat in the 
course of the general strike bore no relationship to the fCTocious 
and bloodthirsty acts of jealousy and revenge that characterized the 
massacres of the French Revolution. 

Here thereftM^, Sorel goes to great pans to ddine what he means 
by violence. If the object of State force was to impose a social order 
based upon inequality and exploitation, the purpose of proletarian 
violence was ‘the destruction of that order’. Secondly, such violence 
would be inspired by a conception of war drawn from the anc^nt 
Greeks- it would be unselfisli, heroic, disciplined, devoid of all 
material considerations. It would be informed by ethical values 
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engendering ‘an entirely epic state of mind’. The proletariat, Sorel 
writes, ‘longs for the final conquest in which it will give proof of 
the whole measure of its valour. Pursuing no conquest, it has no 
need to make plans for utilizing its victories’ (p. i6i). 

Sorel, in fea, pays little attention to the details of the general 
strike, preferring to cmi^asize that it will be ‘a revolt pure and 
simple’ in which the proletariat engages upon ‘serious, formidable 
and sublime work’. On one point, however, he is dear: ‘It may be 
conceded to those in favour of mild methods that violence may 
hamper economic progress and even, when it goes beyond a certain 
limit, that it may be a danger to morality’ (pp. 177-8)- Too much 
violence would be a threat to civilization. There is, though, little 
danger of this from the proletariat. Drawing again upon historical 
parallels, Sorel points out that although there were few Christians 
martyrs their martyrdom served to prove the absolute truth of the 
new religion; in the same way, for syndicalism there would in reality 
be ‘conflicts that are shon and few in number’, yet these would be 
suflicient to evoke the idea of the general strike as being ‘perfectly 
revolutionary’. It would be accomplished ‘by means of incidents 
which would appear to bourgeois historians as of small importance’. 
‘We have the right to hope’, Sorel therefore concludes, ‘that a 
socialist revolution carried out by pure syndicalists would not be 
defiled by the abominations which sullied the bourgeois revolutions’ 
(p. 108). 


Lenin and the Russian Revolution 

It was precisely because in the years after 1909 the syndicalist move- 
m«it appeared to effect a compromise with the forces of parliamen¬ 
tary socialism that Sorel withdrew his support from it, CTgaging 
in a series of publishing enterprises with figures drawn from *e 
anriparham^tary Right. The latter act has been seen as an mdi- 
cation of Sorel’s suppon for the restoration of the mon^hy- i nis 
was not so, although it is the case that Soiel’s writings in the years 
immediately prior to the First World War consist almost t^ly of a 
series of unforgiving attacks upon virtually every aspect of Fr^ce s 
republican political system: its decaying democracy, coiropt admin¬ 
istration, superficial art, poor morals and shadow reli^on. Contro¬ 
versially, his loathing of politicians and bourgeois intellectuals now 
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focused upon the form of the messianic and rootless jew as the 
antithesis of everything that had brought greatness to France.'* 
Given this shift of emphasis towards an unremitting attack upon 
the whole culture of the Third Republic, it is important to note 
that in his ‘Foreword to the third edition’, written in 1912, Sorel 
proclaims himself ‘more than ever convinced of the value of this 
philosophy of violence'. 

It was this scorn of the boui^ois and democratic Republic chat 
ensured that Sorel could not rally to the union seurde chat brought 
France’s ptriitical forces together in IQ14. He poured scorn on pro¬ 
nouncements calling for the workers as ‘citizens’ to relive the days 
of 1793, to organize a ‘levM en masse’. In time, he concluded, ‘this 
war wflt be regarded as execrable above all because of the 
reawakening of the Jacobin spirit it promoted’. ‘All socialist 
thought’, he wrote to Mario Missiroli in August 1914, ‘has become 
Jacobin’, the recent dismal events showing that ‘the old Jacobin 
tradition remained alive, a tradition formed of frenzied envy, pride 
and puerile imaginiAgs’.'^ 

There remained for Sorel, however, one final episode which 
seemed to indicate that socialism might be able to free itself of the 
State force of Jacobinism: the ‘extraordinary events’ of the October 
Revolution and Lenin's seizure of power. Sorcl’s enthusiasm for the 
Bolsheviks was such chat he added a new section voicing his 
approval not just to kefienions on Violence but ako to Les Illusions 
du progris and Motlriaux d'une ihlorie du prolelariai. He also wrote 
for La Revue commtmiste. What Sorel actually knew of Lenin and 
the Russian Revolution was slim indeed, but importantly he saw 
Lenin as the antithesis of a Russian Jacobin and he believed 
that the Revolution itself had been carried out on syndicalist lines. 
Note, too, that Sorel again m^es a distinction between different 
types of violence. If he admits that Lenin is not a candidate for a 
‘prize for virtue’, he will succeed thanks to the ‘heroic efforts’ of 
the Russian proletariat ratb«- than through ‘a war of cowardice’ that 
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denies ‘±e true laws of war’. The workers obey not his political but 
his ‘moral authority’. 

For Sorel, therefore, the events in Russia marked the revolt of 
the producers against politicians, intellectuals and the bourgeoisie, 
with the somets giving institutional form to a new productivist ethic. 
His hope was that Lenin’s Russia of the soviets would provide a new 
myth capable of inspiring the proletariat across Europe to rise up 
against ‘the arrogant bourgeois democracies, today shamelessly tri¬ 
umphant’. Aft old nun, he summoned up all his moral fervour to 
call forth the destruction of New Carthages. 

Conclusion 

Reflections on Violence remains a profoundly disturbing book. T^s 
most obvioudy derives from the fact that Sin^l not only takes viol¬ 
ence as his subject but, more importantly, is prepared to equate it 
wi± life, creativity and virtue. Was this not Sfflrel’s own illusion? 
And was it not, perhaps, one of tiie illusions that served most to 
disfigure the twentietfi century? How, it mi^t be asked, could the 
reality of violence have provided an escape from the ‘total ruin of 
institutions and morals’ Sorel described? Yet, whatever might have 
been made of his ideas by later enthusiasts, die fact remains that the 
violence endorsed by Sorel was not very violent at all; it amounts to 
litde more than a few heroic gestures. This was so because Sorel was 
not a Jacobin socialist. Dismeing himsdf from the ‘Robespierrean 
tradition’, at the centre of his thought was the distinction betwe« 
the violence of the proletariat and that deployed by bourgeois poli¬ 
ticians and their intellectual ideologues through the State. It was 
the politicians and ideologues, and not the proletariat, who rest^ 
to adiolessde acts of terror and repression in order ro secure their 
own dominance. For his part, Sorel saw hinwlf as nothing more 
than a ‘disinterested servant of the proletariat’. 
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Chronology 

1847 2 November; Georges Sorel bom in Cherbourg, a 

cousin to Albert-Emile Sorel, one of the great 
historians of the French Third Republic. 

1864 Moves to Paris and enters the Coll^ Rollin. 

1865-7 Studies at the prestigious Ecole Polytechnique. 

1867-70 Continues his studies as an engineer with the 
Minist»e des Fonts et Chauss6es. 

1870 Secures first posting as govemmeni engineer to 

Corsica, where he remains during the 
Franco-Prussian war. 

1871-3 Posted to Albi, in the south of France. 

1875 Sorel meets Marie-Euphrasie David in Lyon, who 

will remain his companion and ‘wife’ until her 
death in 1897. It is to her that Reflexions sur la 
violence wilt be dedicated. 

1876-9 Posted to Mosiaganem (Algeria), then considered 

part of France. 

1879-93 Posted to Perpignan, where he remains until his 
resignation from government service. 

1886 Sorel publishes his first article, ‘Sur les applications 

de la psychophysique’, in La Revue phtlosopkique. 

1889 Sorel publishes his first two books: Contribution a 

I'itude profane de la Bible {A Contribution to a 
Secular Study of the Bible) and Le Prods de Somte 
{The Trial of Socrates). 

i8gi Sorel made Chevalier of the Legion d’honneur, the 
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1892 


■893 

1894 

189s 

1895-S 


■899 

1902 


19C3 

1905 

1906 


1908 


insignia of which he was always to wear on his 
iapel. 

Returns to Paris, before settling in the suburb of 
Boulogne-sur-Seine, where he is to leinain until his 
death, 

‘Science et socialisme’, published in La Revue 
pkilosophique, indicates Sorel’s enthusiasm for 
Man. 

Sorel writes for the short-lived L’Ere nouvelle, one 
of the first Marxist journals in France. 

Sore] writes for La Jeunesse mialistey the 
Toulouse-based journal of the young Hubert 
Lagardelle. 

With Paul Laforgue, Gabriel Deville and Alfred 
Bonnet, Sore) launches Lt Devenir social. 

January; Sorel’s name appears on the second 
petition in support of Alfred Dreyfus, calling for 
the Chamber of Deputies ‘to defend the legal 
guarantees of citizens against arbitrary power’. 

Sorel publishes L Avenir socialiste des synduats (The 
Socialist Future of the Trade Unions). He also 
publidies in L’Ouvrier des deux mondes, the journal 
of FcmarKi Pcllouticr. 

Sorel publishes his first article in Lagardelle’s Le 
Mouvement soeialisu. 

Publication of La Ruine du monde antique. 

Conception matdriatiste de Thistoire {The Downfall of 
the Ancient IVorld: The Materialist Conception of 
History). 

Publication of Introduction d Ticonomie modeme 
to the Modem Economy). 

Swel publishes ‘Lc syndicalisme revolutionnaire’ in 
Le Mouvement socialiste. 

Sorel publishes ‘Les illusions du progr6s’ in Le 
Mouvement socialiste. 

Publication of Le System kistonque de Renan (The 
Historical System of Renan). 

Publication of La Decomposition du marxisme {The 
Decomposition of Marxism). 
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1909 


1910 

1911-13 


1914-18 

1919 

1920 

1921 


1922 


Publication of La Ravlutum dreyfusienne (The 
Drey/usard Revolution). 

Sorel breaks with Lagardclle and Le Mouvcmeni 
socialistey at the same time withdrawing his support 
from the syndicalist movement as it enters a period 
of ‘crisis’. 

With Edouard Berth and monarchist Georges 
Valois, Sorel attempts to launch La Cue frangaue. 
Along with an assortment of figures drawn from 
the antidemoCTatic Right, Sorel publishes in 
L'Indepettdinee, established by Jean Valois. 

Sorel remains silent during the First World War. 
Publication of Matenaux d’une thforie du proletariat 
(Materials for a Theory of the Proletariat). 

Sorel publishes in La Revue commumsie. 

Publication of Oe TUtiliid du pragmaitsme (The 
Utility of Pragmatism), setting out Sorel’s interest 
in the ideas of William James. 

March; Sorel dies and is buried in the same 
cemetery as Marie-Euphrasie David in Tenay 
(Ain). 



Biographical synopses 


Henri Bergson (1859-1941); philosopher; appointed professor at the 
College de France in 1900; his principal works included Essai sitr les 
dannees immdiates de la conscience (1888), Mature et mhnotre (1896), 
L'Evolulion creatrice (1907) and Les Deux Seurces de la morale et de 
la religion (1932). 

In his day Bergson was the most well-known philosopher in the 
Western world, deeply influencing modem thought and literature. 
Bergson did much to rehabilitate the spiritual or ‘inner’ life by sug¬ 
gesting that wc could go beyond time and space to what he 
described as ‘duration’, the pure flow of reality that could only be 
comprehended through intuition. It was this inner life that was the 
source of liberty and creativity. In 1907, however, Bergson added 
the notion of elan vital, a vital impulse that ‘carried life, by more 
and more complex forms, to higher and higher destinies’, to his 
philosophy, thereby falling foul of the monism he had done so much 
to repudiate. 

Sorel attended Bergson’s lectures every week and made frequent 
reference to him in his writings. Both shared a hostility to the all- 
encompassing positivism and scientism of their day, with Sorel 
using Bergson’s concept of intuition to develop his theory of myths. 
Yet it is a mistake to see Sorel’s views as a straightforward appli¬ 
cation of Bergson’s theories, If Sorel believed that Bergson greatly 
extended our understanding of ‘large-scale, popular, modern move¬ 
ments’, he always remained extremely doubtful about the validity 
of Bergson’s later vitalist evolutionary theory. Sorel increasingly 
came to see Bergson’s philosophy as a fundamentally religious one, 
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capable of encouraging a spiritual revival. For Sorel’s most extended 
discussion of Bergson see ‘L’Evolution creatrice’, Le Mouvmenl 
socialiste 22 (1907), pp. 257-82, 478-94; 23 (1908), pp. 34-52, 184- 
94. 27H4- 

Eduard Bernstein (1850-1932); a leading light in the German Social 
Democratic Party and the first of the so-called ‘revisionists’. 

Bernstein’s argument that socialists should remove ‘cant’ from 
their doctrines and replace it with Kant caused immense contro¬ 
versy and effectively undermined the position of Marxist orthodoxy. 

Sorel began corresponding with Bernstein in 1898 and, like him, 
believed that the official representatives of Marxism adhered to the 
most pOTpheral and out-of-date of Marx’s doctrines. He therefore 
had considerable admiration for Bernstein’s efforts to revise Marx¬ 
ism and to free it from utopianism. Initially Sorel also synnpathised 
with Bernstein’s attempt to formulate a practice of political 
reformism, but this changed with Sorel’s support for revolutionary 
syndicalism, leaving Sorel to conclude that Bernstein's revisionism 
represented a ‘decomposition’ of the original ‘Marxism of Man’. 
See Sorel’s essay ‘Les Dissensions de la social-democratic en Alle- 
magne’, Revue politique et parlementatre 25 (1900), pp. 35 “^^ 
D^compontion du marxism (Paris, Riviere, 1908). 


Daniel Halevy (1872-1962); essayist and writer, brother of Elie 
Halevy and a member of one of the great intellectual families of 
Paris. 

Halevy made a rapid entry into the Parisian literary world and 
was one of the first to rally to the Dreyfusard cause. He was 
amongst those responsible for collecting the signatures for the ‘pet¬ 
ition of the intellectuals’ in January' 1898, the second of which was 
signed by Sorel. 

Sorel and Halevy subsequently saw each other regularly at the 
office of Charles P6guy’s Cakters de la Quinzaine and worked 
together on two reviews, Le Mouvement socialiste and Pages lihres. 
Halevy later described Sorel as the ‘new Soaates, our Socrates’, 
but the admiration was a mutual one. Both felt betrayed by the 
outcome of the Dreyfus affair, Sorel publishing his La Revolution 
dreyfussenne (1909) to Halevy’s more famous Apologie pour notre 
passe (1910). Most importantly, it was Halevy who had the idea of 



Biographical synopses 


publishing Reflections on Violence in book form, with the intention 
of making Sorel’s ideas available to a wider readership. See ‘Lettres 
de Georges Sorel a Daniel Haievy (1907-1920)’, Mil neuf cent 12 
(1994), pp. 151-223. 

Eduard von Hartmann (1842-1906); German philosopher and 
author of the Pkilosopkie dts Unhewussten {1869), translated into 
English as The Philosophy of the Unconscious (1884). 

Hartmann continued the tradition of philosophical pessimism 
associated with Schopenhauer, and did so by combining hK ideas 
with those of Hegel and Schelling. His key idea was that there was 
an ultimate reality or force which had given rise to the course of 
world development and that this was ‘the Unconscious’. It is a phil¬ 
osophy of pessimism precisely beause it postulates as a final end a 
distant future where existence itself shall cease and where the world 
will return to its original state of unconsciousness. In the meantime, 
the process of consciouaiess is one where human beings believe, 
incorrectly, that pleasure and satisfaction can be gained from the 
world, thus producing a series of illusions (including religion) which 
shield them from an acknowledgement that they lave a duty Co 
suffer. 

Hartmann’s ideas were received with considerable success at the 
end of the nineteenth century but appealed to Sorel principally 
because of their unashamed pessimism. Like Sorel, Harunann 
believed that Christianity rested upon a pessimistic conception of 
the world and therefore that libera! Protestantism was fundamen¬ 
tally irreligious. For Sorel, this provided i welcome contrast to the 
naive optimism of Ernest Renan. 

Jean Jaur^s (1859-1914); academic and one of the leaders of the 
French socialist movement. 

In 1898 he lent his support to the Dreyfusard ause, playing a 
central role in convincing his socialisi colleagues that they should 
defend a bourgeois army officer, and then in 1902 was mstrumcntal 
in securing their support for the Bloc des Gauches in the name ol 
the Republic and the principles of 1789. I" »9«34 he esrablished the 
socialist newspaper L'Humanite, after which he spent much of his 
ener^ campaigning against the likelihood of war. He was assassin¬ 
ated in 1914- 
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In 1899, at the height of his enthusiasm for the Dreyfusard cause, 
Sore] wrote that ‘the admirable conduct of Jaures is the best proof 
that there exists a socialist ethic’. However, this admiration for the 
personal courage of Jaures was soon to turn to haired. Jaures became 
for Sorel the embodiment of ‘false socialism’, the symbol of every¬ 
thing he despised about socialist politicians. Both Jaura and his 
newspaper, therefore, are mercilessly pilloried in Rejieclions on Viol¬ 
ence. For his part, Jaures described Sore! as ‘the metaphysician of 
syndicalism’. 

Charles Peguy (1873-1914); essayist and editor. 

Of humble origins, Peguy entered the Ecole Normale Supferieure, 
only in 1898 to open a socialist bookshop in the Latin Quarter. Two 
years later he established his review, the Cahiers de la Quinzaine. 
Sorel first met Peguy in 1899 and from the following year became a 
weekly visitor to Peguy’s bookshop, holding court before his young 
admirers. Peguy’s bookshop and journal were at the centre of the 
campaigu to release Dreyfus, with both Sorel and Peguy bringing 
an intense moralism to this campaign. Each loathed politicians and 
praised Jaures: each sought the moral renaissance of France. Like 
Sorel, however, he was quick to denounce the ‘decomposition of 
drey/usisme’ and the corruption of the socialists, now denouncing 
Jaur« and the ‘parti intellectuel’. It was Peguy who published Hale- 
vy’s Apologie pour noire passe and it was this text that elicited Peg¬ 
uy’s own Notre jeunesse (1910) in which he defended the mystique 
of the Dreyfusard movement. Sorel took Halevy’s side in the sub¬ 
sequent quarrel, leading to a cooling of his relationship with Peguy 
and an eventual break in 1912. As war approached, Peguy effected 
a public reconciliation with the Catholic Church, only to die in 
battle in 1914. 

Fernand Pelloutier (1867-1901); journalist and activist m the 
French labour movement; as one of the earliest advocates of the 
general strike, he can be regarded, according to fellow syndicalist 
Pierre Monatte, as ‘the father of revolutionary syndicalism’. 

Pelloutier wrote first for La Democratie de I'Ouesi and then the 
anarchist Let Temps nouveaux, before being appointed secretary of 
the Federation des Bourses du Travail. In 1897 (the year he met 
Sorel) he launched his journal L 'Ouvrier des deux mondes (for which 
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Sorel wrote articles on trade unionism), published his empirical 
study La Vie ouvriere en France in 1900 and, posthumously, Htstoire 
des Bourses du travail in 1902. In his preface to the latter, Sorel 
wrote that this ‘^eat servant of the people’ had spurned the role of 
socialist theoretician in order 'to convince the workers that they 
would easily find among themselves men capable of direaing their 
own institutions’; in the bourses du travail he had created ‘a concep¬ 
tion of socialist life’. For Sorel, therefore, Pelloutier’s life provided 
a model of revolutionary commitment that scorned the blandish¬ 
ments of politics, whilst his ideas provided the basis of Sorel's later 
syndicalism. 

Frederic Le Play (1806-82); sociologist and social reformer; author 
of numerous monographs, including Les Ouvriers europeens (1855), 
La Reforme sociaie (1864) and L'Organmtion de lafamille (1871). 

A conservative by disposition, Le Play’s concern to enhance social 
order was reflected in his emphasis on religion, the family and the 
utility of charity. Whilst critical of the works of Le Play (rejecting 
their paternalism, for example), Sorel was an attentive reader of the 
works of Le Play’s followers, frequently citing their empirical stud¬ 
ies. In 1899-1900 Sorel himself published a number of articles 
exploring the nature of strikes and the utility of cooperatives in one 
of the key journals of the Le Play school, La Science sociale. Sorel 
also made frequent use of Le Play’s concept of ‘social authorities’ 
to describe the morally uplifting effects of the syndkats upon their 
members. 

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809-65); author of Systeme des contradic¬ 
tions iconomiques, ou Philosopkte de la mtsere (1846), L Idde genirale 
de la revolution au XIXe siecle (1851) and De la Justice dans la Revol¬ 
ution et dans I'Eglise (1858). 

The first self-proclaimed anarchist, Proudhon was a consistent 
opponent of Marx and of his emphasis upon political action. Start¬ 
ing from the individual, Proudhon rejected government by advocat¬ 
ing economic equality and free contractual relationships between 
independent workers, grounded upon a conception of immanent 
justice. He believed that ‘the proletariat must emancipate itself and 
it was this that gave his ideas considerable influence in the French 
labour movement. A stem moralist, especially with regard to mar¬ 
riage, Proudhon also appealed to the antidemocratic Right. 
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Sorel refers extensively to Proudhon throughout his writings, 
making a variety of different uses of his ideas. Both shared a hatred 
of the French Revolution and of the statism from which politicians 
and intellectuals benefited. For each the coming revolution was to 
be an economic process in which the proletariat would fipre as the 
bearer of a new conception of justice. Sorel also made much of 
Proudhon’s picture of France as a country suffering from moral 
decline. See especially ‘Essai sur la philosophic de Proudhon’, Revue 
philosophiqut 33 (iSga), pp. 621-38; 34 (1892), pp. 41-68. 

Ernest Renan (1823-92); philologist and historian; one of the tower¬ 
ing intellectual figures of the litter half of the nineteenth century. 

Educated for the priesthood, Renan subsequently became pro¬ 
fessor of Hebrew at the College de France, only to be dismissed the 
following year after the publication of his Vie de yitus, i book in 
which he effectively denied the divinity of Christ. In the subsequent 
studies that were to comprise his Les Origmes du chnstxanisme (1863- 
83), he pursued this line further, using the critical methods tjf 
German Biblical scholarship to provide a purely secular account of 
the emergence of Christianity, thereby challenging the accuracy of 
the Scriptures and denying the miracles of Christ. The new religion 
was to be that of science and reason. 

Renan is extensively cited in Reflections on Violence, as he is 
throughout Sorel’s work. This is principally because Sorel shared 
Renan’s fascination with the origins of Christianity. However, Sorel 
dismissed Renan’s work as an example of an ‘intellectualist philos¬ 
ophy’ that was obliged to see Christianity solely in terms of 
‘illusions and accidents’. This was no idle dispute. The qualities of 
originality and purity which Renan denied to Christianity and 
which Sorel attributed to it were precisely those Sorel wished to 
accredit to the emerging syndicalist movement. Sec especially 
Sorel’s Le Sysleme historique de Renan (Paris, Jacques, 1906). 

Giambattista Vico (1688-1744); Italian philosopher and jurist, 
author of The NeiP Saence (1725)- 

Vico develops the notion of what he describes as an ‘idea! eternal 
history' a necessary process of social, cultural and political develop¬ 
ment followed by all nations. The first phase is ‘poetic’, dominated 
by mythical ways of seeing the world, whilst the final ‘third’ stage, 
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the ‘fully human’, is an era where reason is presumed to have devel¬ 
oped to the point when the true nature of things can be understood. 
Society then enters a period described as the ‘barbarism of reflec¬ 
tion’, characterized by over-refinement and the beginning of 
decline, taking society back to its primitive beginnings, whence 
begins the whole process again. The corsi and ricorsi are therefore 
part of an eternally recurring cycle of human history. 

Sorel came to this line of Vico’s work via Marx, and from the 
mid-iS^os onwards made great use of this and other of Vico’s ideas: 
specifically, the notion and structure of the ‘ideal eternal history’ 
underpins much of the argument of Reflections on Violence. The 
syndicalist movement is located at its beginning, where everything 
is ‘instinctive, creative and poetic’. Accordingly, ‘each notable strike 
can become a partial ricerrso', capable of rejuvenating the socialist 
idea and pushing society away from its state of decadence. See 
especially Sorel’s ‘Erude sur Vico’, Le Devenir social 2 (1896), 
pp. 785-817, 906-41, 1013-46 and ‘Le syndicalisme revolutionnai- 
re’, Le Mouvement socialiste 17 (1905), pp. 265-80. 



Note on the text 

The earliest venion of the text that was to become Refiectiom on 
Violence first appeared in an Italian roumal, II Divenire sociale, 
edited by Enrico Leone. In a series of articles published during 
1905 and 1906 - ‘La lotta di classe e la violeiiza\ ‘La decadenza 
borghese e la violenza\ ‘1 pregiudizi contro la violenza’, ‘Lo sciopero 
generale’, ‘Lo sciopero generale politico’, ‘Morale e violenza’, ‘Lo 
sciopero generale e la morale’ and ‘La morale dei produttori’ - Siorel 
respond^ to debates within the Italian socialist movement about 
the utility of violence that had been taking place since 1903. These 
essays were brought t(^ether as Lo sciopero genetaU e U violenai 
(Rome, U Divenire sociale, 1906).' 

Revised and augment, these articles were next published in 
Hubert Lagardelle’s ioumal, Le Mouvemeni socialiste, during the 
first half of 1906, and this time under the general tide of ‘Reflexions 
sur la violence'. This would in all probability have been the end of 
their evolution had not Daniel Hal6vy convinced Sorel in May 1907 
that they should be brought together in one single volume. The 
result was not only the publication of a further revised edition in 
book form by Pages Libres in 1908 but the addition of a thirty-page 
introduction endded ‘Lettre a Daniel Halevy’ (also puUished the 
previous year in Le Mouvement socialiste)} 

' See Willy ‘Che* les “soriKens” italiens’, ia Midiel Qiamt (ed.), 

Gterfes Sortl (Paris, Cahiers de I’Heme, igM), pp- soa-c*. 

’ For die history of this colkboraton set Michel Prat (ed.), ‘Lettres de Georges 
Sorel i Daniel Halivy (1907-1920)’, Mil luruf cent: Revue d’hisKire imdlecmelle la 
(1994). PP ‘5'-“3- 


XXXV 



Note on the text 


Publication of Reflexions sur la violence proved an immediate suc¬ 
cess, bringing Sorel’s name and ideas to the attention of a much 
wider audience and even providing him with an element of notor¬ 
iety. A second edition, published by Marcel Riviere, quickly fol¬ 
lowed in 1910 (with the addirion of the appendix entitled ‘Unite et 
mtltipliciie’) and then a third in 1912. T^e latter appeared with a 
short, but important, prefatory note indicating Sorel's belief in the 
continued relevance of the ideas expounded in his text. The fourth 
edition was published in 1920, complete with the famous '•Plaidoyer 
pour Lenine’, written during September 1919 at the height of 
Sorel’s enthusiasm for the Russian Revolution. 

There was one subsequent edition of the text published during 
Sorel’s lifetime, with a further twelve later published by Marcel 
Riviere. In French the most recent editions have been those pub¬ 
lished by Slatkine (Geneva-Paris, 1982) and Seuil (Paris, 1990). As 
with the latter, this translation of the text uses the eleventh edition 
published by Marcel Rivifere (Paris, 1950). 

If Rifiexions sur la violence brought Sore! an element of fame, he 
also recognized that it quickly attained the status of his ‘standard 
work’.^ This is true not only because of its content but also because 
his text reveals all the idiosyncratic stylistic features of his writings. 
As we have already seen, Sorel was always loath to leave a text 
alone, forever adding new ideas gleaned from his voracious intellec¬ 
tual appetite. The result, for the reader, can often be one of appar¬ 
ent disorder. Yet Sorel felt no embarrassment at this, i write note¬ 
books’, he tells us in his ‘Lettre a Daniel Halevy’, ‘in which I set 
down my thoughts as they arise; 1 return three or four times to 
the same question, adding points which amplify the original and 
sometimes even transform it completely; I only stop when I have 
exhausted the reserve of ideas stirred up by recent reading.’ As a 
‘self-taught man’, his aim was to discover what was ‘personal’ rather 
than express his ‘intuitions’ in a ‘perfeedy symmetrical form’. In 
this translation the character of Sorel’s ‘notebook’ style has been 
respected. 

Notoriety brought an international audience. The text was almost 
immediately translated into Russian and Italian, and then later into 
Spanish, Japanese, German as well as English. We know relatively 

’ See ‘Lenere di Georges Sorel a B. Croce’, La Cntica 28 (1930). P- 
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little about the process of its appearance in £n^i$h. in an unpub¬ 
lished letter to Marcel Riviere, dated 19 April J912, Sorel writes; 
‘You will find attached a letter from M. Hulme who is the translator 
who must undertake the metainorphosis into English of my 
Rdflfxions sur la viokrue. The English editors accept, he says, your 
conditions and there remains only the contract to sign; 1 think that 
it will be necessary to specify, as you have intended to do, that the 
royalties should be paid immediately.” Four years later, presumably 
with the money paid, we find Sorel’s only other reference to the 
English edition in a letter to Jean Bourdeau, dated 29 March 1916. 
‘I know' he writes, ‘that the English translation of my Reflexions sur 
la violence has appeared; the translation has been done by M. 
Hulme, who has translated volumes of Bergson. He asked me to 
add a letter on the war. 1 did not dare write it; not knowing at all 
the true state of opinion in England I was worried about talking 
nonsense; it is probable, moreover, that I would have had great 
difficulty in finding something interesting to say’.* 

Thomas Ernest Hulme (1883-1917) was, indeed, the translator 
of Henri Bergson, as well as being much else beside.* He was also 
(unlike Sorel) an enthusiastic supporter of the war, denouncing Ber¬ 
trand Russell’s pacifism at the same time as serving in the trenches, 
He was killed in battle in September 1917. In Sorel he felt that he 
had found someone who shared his hatred of the progressive senti¬ 
ments of the age. 

Hulmc’s translation was first published in the United States in 
November 1914 by W. B, Heubsch and then in March 1916 in 
England by George Allen and Unwin. The latter carried as a preface 
a slightly altered version of an article that Hulme had published in 
the Nem Age, designed to clarify the nature of Sorel’s thought. 
‘Sorel’, Hulme writes, ‘is one of the most remarkable writers of the 
time, and certainly the most remarkable socialist since Marx.’ Why 
was this so? Because, according to Hulme, Sorel was ‘a revolutiori- 
ary in economics, but classical in ethics’. It was, in short, the pessi¬ 
mism of Sorel, the view that the transformation of society and mor- 


‘ Ponds M. Riviere, Intematwiual Institut voor Sociile Gesdiiedenis Amst^am. 
' ‘Lettres de Georges Sorei ijean Bourdeau, ame partie, 1913-21, Mil neuf cent. 

Revue d'hisuire nteliectnelle 15 (1997). P- n ^ 

‘ See Karen Csengari (ed.), TIu ColUcud fVnMgs ofT. E. Huimt (Oxford, GUrcn- 
don Press, 1994). 
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ality would only be attained by dint of heroic effort, that appealed 
to Hulme, the indignant critic of Romanticism and of Rousseauism.^ 

As with the original French edition, so the English language edi¬ 
tion did not fail to evoke a response, being reviewed by such emi¬ 
nent fignres as T. S. Eliot in Mind, Alfred Richard Orage and Her¬ 
bert Read in the New Age, Arthur 0 . Lovcjoy in the American 
PoHtkal Science Review as well as by Bernard Bosanquet. 

Reflections on Violence was subsequently reprinted by Peter Smith 
(New York, 1941) and then by the Free Press (New York, 1950) 
and again by Ollier Books (New York, 1961). The ODllier edition 
was last reprinted in 1972, with the appendices ‘Unite ct multipli- 
cite’ and die ‘Plaidoycr pour Lcnine’ translated into English for the 
first time. Unfortunately, during the iggos and 1960s the text was 
habitually seen as one of those that had contributed most to the 
emergence of twentieih-c«itury totalitarianism, the seeming admir¬ 
ation of both Lenin and Mussolini for Sorel’s views doing much to 
foster this account. This, in the words of Jacob Laib Talmon, was 
‘the legacy of Georges Sorel’. 

The revival of Sorel studies that has taken place since the mid- 
1970s in France, Britain, the United States, and elsewhere has done 
much to correct this impression. It is now possible, as should be 
done, to locate Reflections on Violence in the broader context of 
Sorel’s work as a whole. 
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The present text is a revised translation of that originally provided 
by Thomas Ernest Hulme. I had intended to use this translation in 
an unchanged form, but upon closer inspection decided that some, 
at times considerable, revision was necessary. To give just one 
important example, 1 have translated Sorel’s iulte de classe not as 
class war but as class struggle. 

I have also retained the French syndual for trade union, princi¬ 
pally because Sorel uses the English expression in his text, usually 
to denote the reformist unionism of which he disapproves. Hulme 
anglicized the French, producing the misnomer ‘syndicate’. 

I have not tried to eradicate Sorel’s ‘notebook’ style and have 
preserved his own subsectioning of the text. 

The edition of the French text I have used is that published by 
Seuil in 1990, edited by Michel Prat. This itself is a reproduction 
of the eleventh edition, published by Marcel Riviere in 1950. 

Different editions of the text have charged the order of its pres¬ 
entation. I have adopted what seems the most logical pattern. 

Wherever possible I have completed the bibliographical infor¬ 
mation required in the footnotes, the additions being contained 
within squared brackets. Sorel’s own footnotes are numbered, whilst 
my editorial footnotes are lettered. 



Contents 


page 

Ackttotfledgemeats 

Introduction hy Jeremy Jennings vii 

Select bihlsograpky xxii 

Chronology xxv 

Biographical synopses xxviii 

Note on the text xxxv 

Note on the translation xxxix 

Reflections on violence i 

Introduction: Letter to Daniel Halevy 3 

Introduction to the first publication 39 

I. Qass struggle and violence 47 

II. The decadence of the bourgeoisie and violence 65 

III. Prejudices against violence 87 

IV. The proletarian strike 109 

V. The political general strike 143 

VI. The ethics of violence 175 

VII. The ethics of the producers 215 

Appendix I. Unity and multiplicity 253 

Appendix IL Apology for violence 279 

Appendix III. In defence of Lenin 283 


Index 


295 



REFLECTIONS 
ON VIOLENCE 



A la m^oire 

de la compagne de ma jeunesse 
je d^ie ce livre 
tout inspire par son esprit 



Introduction: Letter to Daniel Halevy 


My dear Halevy, 

I vould no doubt have left these studies buried in the bound vol¬ 
umes of a review if friends, whose judgement I greatly value, had 
not thought that it would be a good idea to bring to the attention 
of a wider public reflections which serve to make better known one 
of the most singular social phenomena that history records. But it 
seemed to be that this public deserves some explanations, since I 
cannot often expect to f^d judges as indulgent as you have been. 

When in Le Mouvment svdtlist/ I published the articles that are 
now to be brought together in a volume, 1 did not have the intention 
of writing a book. 1 wrote these reflections as th^' came to my 
mind, knowing that the subscribers to that review would have no 
difficulty following me as they were already familiar with the theor¬ 
ies that had there been developed by my friends over several years. 
But I am convinced that the readers of this book will be bewildered 
if I do not submit a kind of defence that will better enable them to 

■ IrAfwni«wWj»flBto«wi8esubli8hedbyHubertL^arde!k(i874-i9s8)iB i8w 
and ctas td publication ia 1914. During in existence it was subject to consideiabk 
dunge in political poHtkm, but throughout managed » secure the pardcipatkai 
of an impressive array of French and European writers of the Left. Initially Dr^- 
fiisard and supportive of what Ligardelle termed the 'humanitirian inttrvaitiiM 
of Jaurts’, from 1904 the review became one of the principal advo«tea of revob 
utionary syndicalism, publishing most of SorePs wrirings of the period as well as 
the articles of his most enthusiastic admirers in the so-called 'aem ukoof . .\s the 
syndicalist movement itself entered a period of crisis at the end of tbe decade, so 
too did Lt Mimvmm socutline. After the departure of Sorel and his friends, the 
review lost much of iu political and intellectual direction. 
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see things from my own point of view. In the course of our conver¬ 
sations you have made critical comments which fitted so well into 
the system of my own ideas that they have led me to investigate 
certain interesting questions more thoroughly. I am sure that the 
thoughts which I here submit to you, and which you have provoked, 
will be very useful to those who wish to read this book with profit. 

There are perhaps few studies in which the defects of my method 
of writing are more evident; time and again I have been reproached 
for not respecting the rules of art followed by all our contemporaries 
and therefore of inconveniencing my readers by the disorder of my 
arguments. I have tried to render the text more clear by numerous 
minor corrections but I have not been able to make the disorder 
disappear. I do not, however, wish to defend myself by irtvoking 
the example of great writers who have been criticized for not know¬ 
ing how to write. Arthur Chuquet,*’ speaking of J[ean-Jacques] 
Rousseau, said: ‘His writings lack harmony, order, and that connec¬ 
tion of the parts which constitutes a unity.” The defects of famous 
men do not justify the faults of the obscure, and I think that it is 
better to explain frankly the origin of this incorrigible vice in my 
writings. 

It is only relatively recently that the rules of the art of wntmg 
have imposed themselves in a genuinely imperative way, contem¬ 
porary authors appear to have accepted them without too much 
difficulty because they wish to please a hurried and often very inat¬ 
tentive pubUc which is, above all, concerned to avoid any personal 
investigation. These rules were first applied by the producers of 
academic books. Ever since we have wanted pupils to absorb an 
enormous amount ofinformation, it has been necessary to put into 
their hands manuals suiteble to this extra-rapid form of instruction; 
everything has had to be presented in a form so clear, so intercon¬ 
nected and so arranged to avoid uncertainty, such that beginners 
come to believe that science is much simpler that our fathers 
believed. In no time at all the mind is very richly furnished, but it is 
not provided with the instruments which facilitate individual effort. 
These methods have been imitated by popularizers of knowledge 


' A(nhtir] Oiaqaa^JeoH-JaceiusIlomuM [Paris, Hichette, 1893], p. ITO- 
• Arthur Chuquet (r8s3-«92S); professor at the CoUtge de France. 
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and by political publicists.^ Seeing these rules of art so widely 
adopted, people who reflect little have ended up believing that they 
were bas^ upon the nature of things themselves. 

I am neither i professor, a popukrizer of knowledge nor a candi¬ 
date for party leadership; 1 am a self-taught man exhibiting to other 
people the notebooks which have served for my own instruction. 
This is why the rules of the art of writing have never interested me 
very much. 

For twenty years I strove to free myself from what I retained of 
my education; I indulged my curiosity by reading books less to learn 
than to efface from my memory the ideas that had been thrust upon 
it. It is only during the last ten years or so that I have really worked 
with the purpose of learning; but I have never found anytme to 
teach me what 1 wanted to know; I have had to be my own master 
and, in a way, to teach myself. I write notebooks in which I set 
down my thoughts as they arise; I return three or four times to the 
same tjuestion, adding points that amplify the original and some¬ 
times even transform it completely; I only stop when I have exhaus¬ 
ted the reserve of ideas stirred up by recent reading. This work is 
very difficult for me; it is for this reason that I like to take as my 
subject the discussion of a book by a good author; I can then more 
easily arrange my own thoughts than when I am left to my own 
efforts. 

You will remember what Bergson has written about the imper¬ 
sonal, the socialized, the ready-made^ all of which contains a lesson 
for students who need to acquire knowledge for practical life. The 
student has more confidence in the formulas that he is taught and 
consequently retains them more easily, especially when he imagines 
that they are accepted by the great majority; in this way he is dis¬ 
tanced from all mcuphysical concerns and gets used not to feeling 
the need for a personal conception of things; often he comes to 
regard the absence of any inventive spirit as a superiority. 

My method of work is entirely opposite to this; I put before my 
readers the product of a mental effort which is endeavouring to 
break through the constraints of what has previously been con¬ 
structed for common use and which seeks to discover what is 


= I am here reminded ofthesenienct of Renan: ‘In order eo 1» of ^ding t^a 

L « exe«i« involving some effort’: Femlh detuhies IPars, Cabunn-Uv,', 
1892!, p. 231. 


s 



Reflections on violence 


personal. The only things I find it truly interesting to enter into my 
notebooks are those that I have not come across elsewhere; I readily 
skip the points of transition because they nearly always fall into the 
category of commonplaces. 

The communicadcn of thought is always very difficult for some¬ 
one who has strong metaphysical preoccupations: he thinks that 
speech will spoil the most fundamental parts of his thought, those 
which are very dose to the motive power of the mind, those which 
appear so natural to him that he never seeks to express them. The 
re^er has great difficulty in grasping the thought of an inventor 
because he can only understand it by finding again the path followed 
by the latter. Verbal communication is much easier than written 
communication because words act upon the feelings in a mysterious 
way and easily esublish a bond of sympathy between people; it is 
for this reason that an orator is able to produce conviction by argu¬ 
ments which are not easily comprehensible to anyone who later 
reads the speech, You know yourself how useful it is to have heard 
Bergson if one wants to understand the drift of his argument Mtd 
properly to understand his books; when one has followed his lec¬ 
tures one becomes familiar with the order of his ideas and gets one s 
bearings more easily amidst the novelties of his philosophy. 

The defects of my manner of writing prevent me frewn gaining 
access to a wide public; but! think that we ought to be content 
with the place that nature and circumsunces have assigned to each 
of us, without wishing to force our natural aptitude. There is a 
necessary division of functions in the world; it is go^ that some 
are content to work in order to submit their reflections to a few 
studious people whilst others prefer to address the great mass of 
busy humanity. All things considered, I do not consider my lot to 
be the worst, since I do not run the risk of becoming my own 
disciple, as has happened to the greatest philosophers when they 
have tried to give a perfectly symmetrical form to the intuitions that 
they have brought into the world. You will certainly not have for¬ 
gotten with what smiling disdain Bergson has spoken of this fall 
from genius. I am so little capable of becoming my own disciple 
that I cannot take up an old work with a view to stating it better 
while completing it; it is easy enough for me to add corrections and 
to armouce it, but I have many times vainly tried to think the past 
over again. 
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Much more am I prevented from becoming the founder of a 
school;^ but is that really a great misfortune? Disciples have nearly 
always exercised a pernicious influence upon the thought of him 
they call their master, and he in turn has often believed himself 
obliged to follow them. There is no doubt that for Marx it was a 
real disaster to have been transformed into the leader of a sect by 
his young enthusiasts; he would have produced much more useful 
work had he not become the slave of the Marxists. 

People have often laughed at Hegel’s belief that humanity, since 
its origins, had worked to give birth to the HegeUan philosophy and 
that with it the Spirit had at last completed its development. Similar 
illusions are found to a greater or lesser extent in all founders of 
schools; disciples expect their masters to close the era of doubt by 
providing definitive solutions. I have no aptitude for a role of that 
kind; every time that 1 have approached a question I have found 
that my enquiries have ended up by giving rise to new problems, 
the further 1 push my investigations the more disquieting the 
results. But perhaps, after all, philosophy is only a recognition of 
the abysses which lie on each side of the path that the vulgar follow 
with the serenity of sleepwalkers. 

It is my ambition to be able occasionally to awaken a personal 
vocation. There is probably within every man a metaphysical fire 
which lies hidden beneath the ashes, and the greater the number of 
ready-made doctrines it has blindly received the more likely it is to 
be extinguished; the awakener is he who stirs the ashes and who 
thus makes the flames fly up. I do not think that I am unduly 
praising myself when I say that I have sometimes succeeded in liber¬ 
ating the spirit of invention in my readers; and it is this spirit of 
invention which it is, above all, necessary to arouse in the world. 
To achieve this result is far better than gaining the banal approval 

’ It may be irt w^in g to quote here some reflecdons borrowed from the admirable 
book of Newman’s: ‘It will be OUT wisdom to avail ourselvK of language, as far 
as it will go, but to aim mainly, by means of ii, to stimulate in those to whmn we 
address ourselves, a mode of thinking and trains of thought similar to our o^, 
leading them to their own independent action, not by any sylloptic compulsion. 
Hence it is that an intellectual school will always have someAing of an es«enc 
character; for it is an asswnblage of minds that think, their bond of unity is 
thought, and ihdr words become a sort of itssera, not expressing thou^t but 
symbolizing it’: Dohn Henry Newman,] Grammatre de rassentineni, French trans. 
[Paris, Blond, 1907J, p. 250. [See John Henry Newman, An Eisay i<l m e) i 
Grammar of Assent (London, Bums, Oates & Oi., 1870)] 
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of people who repeat formulas and who subjugate their own thought 

to the disputes of schools. 


My Reflections on Violence have atinoyed many people because of 
the pessimistic conception upon which the whole study rests; but I 
know that you do not share this opinion; you have shown brilliantly 
in your HistOire de quatre ant that you despise the deceptive hopes 
with which the weak console themselves. We can therefore speak 
freely about pessimism between ourselves, and I am happy to have 
in you a correspondent who does not rebel against a doctrine with¬ 
out which nothing of greatness has been accomplished in the world. 

I have felt for a long time that if Greek philosophy did not produce 
any great moral results it was because as a rule it was very optimis¬ 
tic. Socrates was at times optimistic to an unbearable de^ee. 

The aversion of our contemporaries to every pessimistic concep¬ 
tion is doubtless derived to a great extent from our education. The 
Jesuits, who created nearly everything that the University still 
teaches, were optimists because they had to combat the pessinaisrn 
which dominated Protestant theories, and because they popuknzed 
the ideas of the Renaissance; the tatter interpreted antiquity by 
means of the philosophers, and consequently misunderstood the 
masterpieces of tragic art so badly that our contemporaries have had 
great difficulty in rediscovering their pessimistic significance. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century there was a concert 
of groaning which greatly contributed to making pessimism odious. 


* 'The sadness which, despite the sense of life they she*, ,h« 

nih^ * / mta'Th.jE'.r ih. Oral? m 

hisiCPTy of dogmas. 


. D»id EMi.,. ^ C'”. '■ 

. «l..r of fh, .0. Sofol. f. /■«. “ 

(Paris, Alcan, i88g). 
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Poets, who in truth did not have much to complain about, claimed 
to be the victims of human wickedness, of fate and, worse, the 
stupidity of a world which had not been able to amuse them; they 
eagerly took on the attitudes of a Prometheus called upon to 
dethrone jealous gods; and with a pride equal to the fierce Nimrod 
of Victor Hugo (whose arrows, launched at the sky, returned 
bloodstained),* they imagined that their verses inflicted deadly 
wounds on the established powers who were daring enough not to 
bow down before them; never did the prophets of the Jews dream 
of so much destruction to avenge their Jehovah as these men of 
letters did to sarisfy their vanity. When this fashion for complaining 
had passed, sensible people asked themselves if all this display of 
pretended pessimism had not been the result of a lack of mental 
balance. 

The immense successes obtained by industrial civilization has 
created the belief that, in the near future, happiness will be pro¬ 
duced automatically for everybody. ‘The present century’, wrote 
Hartmann almost forty years ago, ‘has only entered the third period 
of illusion. In the enthusiasm and the enchantment of its hopes it 
rushes towards the realization of the promise of a new golden age. 
Providence does not allow that the anticipations of an isolated 
thinker should trouble the course of history by prematurely influ¬ 
encing too many adherents.’ He also thinks that his readers will 
have some difficulty in accepting his criticism of the illusion of 
future happiness. The leaders of the contemporary world are 
pushed towards optimism by economic forces 
So little are we prepared to understand pessimism that we gener¬ 
ally employ the word quite incorrectly: we wrongly take pessimists 
to be disillusioned optimists. When we meet a man who, having 
been unfortunate in his enterprises, deceived in his most legitimate 
ambitions, humiliated in his affections, expresses his sorrow in the 
form of a violent revolt agiunst the bad faith of his colleagues, the 

^ Hartinann, p.462. 

' A letter written by Sotel to Halivy <26 August 1907) explains this reference. Sorel 
had originally come across it in Eixiesl Renan’s Fetilln diuefUn, believing its 
source to be the Bible, Mily to discover that Renan had taken it from Victor Hugo’s 
La Fin de Sam. Both, however, were inspired by the image of Nimrod found m 
Genesis 10: r-13. See ‘Letrres de Georges Sorel a Daniel Halevy (1907-1920), 
Mi/ aeuf cent 12 (1994), pp- 162-3. 
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stupidity of sodety or the blindness of destiny, we are disp>osed to 
regard him as a pessimist - whereas we ought nearly always to 
regard him as a disheartened optimist who has not had the courage 
to rethink his ideas Mid who cannot understand why so many mis¬ 
fortunes have befellen him. in contrast to the general law governing 
die production of happiness. 

The optimist in polibcs is an inconstant and even dangerous man, 
because he takes no account of the great difficulties presented by 
his projects; these projects seem to him to possess a force of their 
own nliich tends to bring about their realization all the more easily 
as, in his opinion, they are destined to produce more happiness. 

He frequendy thinks that smaL reforms of the political system 
and, above all, of government personnel will be ^acnt to direct 
the movement of society in such a way as to midpte those evils of 
the modern world which seem so hideous to sensitive souls. As soon 
as his friends come to power he declares that it is necessary to 1« 
things alone for a while, not to be too hasty, and to learn to he 
content with whatever their good intentions suggest; it is not always 
Belf-interest that dictates these expressions of satisfacuon, as people 
have often believed: self-interest is strongly aided by vanity and by 
the Ulusions of poor-quality philosophy. The optimist moves with 
remarkable ease from revolutionary anger to the most ridiculous 

^^^f'lTpcssesses an excitable temperament and if unhappily he 
finds himself armed with great power, pcrmtwng him to “ 
ideal he has fashioned, the optimist can lead his country to Ae 
worst disasters. He is not long in discovering that soaal 
ations are not brought about with the ease he had ^ 

then blames these disappointments upon his 

instead of explaining what actually happens as the result of h^toncal 

"^li^e.teLpted to get nd of people 

to him to be a danger to the happiness of all Dunng ^erro 
the men who spilt the most Wood were precisely those 
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theory of the world; it is a conception of a march towards deliverance 

that is narrowly conditioned; on tk one hand, by the experimental 
knowledge that we have acquired of the obstacles which oppose 
themselves to the satisfaction of our imaginations (or, if one prefers, 
by the feeling of social determinism) - on the other, by a profound 
conviction of our natural weakness. These three aspects of pessi¬ 
mism should never be separated, although as a rule little attention 
is paid to their close connection. 

1) The concept of pessimism derives from the fact that literary 
historians have been very struck by the complaints of the great poets 
of antiquity about the sorrow and pain that constantly threaten 
mankind. There are few people who have not at least once experi' 
enccd a piece of good fortune; but we are surrounded by evil forces 
which are always ready to spring an ambush and overwhelm us; 
from this are bom the very real sufferings which arouse the sym¬ 
pathy of all men, even of those who have been treated most favour¬ 
ably by fortune; hence the literature of grief has had an appeal 
throughout almost all history.* But we would have a very imperfect 
idea of pessimism if we considered only this kind of literature; as a 
general rule, in order to understand a doctrine it is not sufficient to 
study it in an abstract manner, nor even as it occurs in isolated 
people; we need to find out how it is manifested in historical groups; 
it is for this reason that 1 am here led to add the two elements that 
were mentioned earlier. 

2) The pessimist regards social conditions as forming a system 
bound together by an iron law which cannot be evaded, as some¬ 
thing in the form of one block, and which can only disappear 
through a catastrophe which involves the whole. If this theory is 
admitted, it then becmnes absurd to attribute the evils from which 
society suffers to a few wicked men; the pessimist is not subject to 
the bloodthirsty follies of the optimist driven mad by the unforeswn 
obstacles that his projects meet; he does not dream of brinj^g 
about the happiness of future generations by slaughtering existing 

egoists. u 4 f 

3) The most fundamental element of pessimism is its method ot 
conceiving the path towards deliverance. A man would not go far 
in the examination cither of the laws of his own wretchedness or of 


‘ The fo/se cries of despair which were heard ai the beginning of the nineteenth 
century owed their success in part to the analogies of form which they presemed 
to the real literature of pessimism. 
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fate, which so shock the ingenuousness of our pride, if he were not 
borne up by the hope of putting an end to these tyrannies by an 
etTort to be attempted with a whole band of companions. The Chris¬ 
tians would not have discussed original sin so much if they had not 
felt the necessity of justifying the deliverance (which was to result 
from the death of Jesus) by supposing that this sacrifice had been 
made necessary by a frightful crime attributable to humanity. If the 
people of the West were much more occupied with original sin than 
those of the East it was not solely, as Taine thought, due to the 
influence of Roman law,’ but also because the Latin peoples, having 
a more elevated conception of imperial majesty than the Greeks, 
regarded the sacrifice of the Son of God as having realized an extra¬ 
ordinarily marvellous deliverance; from this proceeded the necessity 
of deepening the mysteries surrounding human wretchedness and 
destiny. 

It seems to me that the Optimism of the Greek philosophers 
depended to a great extent upon economic reasons; it probably arose 
in the rich and commercial urban populations who were able to 
regard the world as a ^gantic shop full of excellent things that 
could satisfy their greed.* I imagine that Greek pessimism sprang 
from the poor warlike tribes living in the mountains who possessed 
an enormous aristocratic pride but whose material conditions were 
very modest; their poets charmed them by praising their ancestors 
and made them look forward to victorious expeditions led by super¬ 
human heroes; they explained their present wretchedness to them 
by relating catastrophes in which semi-divine former chiefs had suc¬ 
cumbed to fate or to the jealousy of the gods; the courage of the 
warriors might for the moment be unable to accomplish anything 
but it would not always be so; they had to remain faithful to the 
old customs so as to be ready for the great and victorious 
expeditions that might be near at hand. 

Oriental asceticism has very often been considered the most 
remarkable manifestation of pessimism; Hartmann is certainly right 
when he regards it as having only the value of an anticipation whose 
utility was to remind men how much is illusory in vulgar riches, he 


’ HlioDolvtel Tains, Lt Retime modertu (Paris, HachelU, ^1. PP *■ 

' The Athenian comic poets severa! times depicted a land of milk and honey wh«e 
there was no longer the need to work: (AllfredJ and M[aurice] Croisct, finloire 
ie la Hufrantre grec^ [Paris, Thotin, i^5]> pp- 47*-4)- 
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was wrong, however, in saying thac asceticism taught nnen that ‘the 
destined end of all their efforts’ was the annihilation of the will;’ 
for in the course of history deliverance has taken quite different 
forms from this. 

In primitive Christianity we find a fully developed and com¬ 
pletely armed pessimism: man is condemned to slavery from birth - 
Satan is the prince of the world; the Christian, already regenerated 
by baptism, can render himself capable of obtaining the resurrection 
of the body by means of the Eucharist;’® he awaits the glorious 
second coming of Christ who will destroy the rule of Satan and call 
his comrades in the fight to a heavenly Jerusalem. This Christian 
life was dominated by the necessity of belonging to a holy army 
constantly beset by ambushes led by the accomplices of Satan; this 
conception produced many heroic acts, engendered a courageous 
propaganda and was the cause of considerable moral progress. 
Deliverance did not take place; but we know by innumerable testi¬ 
monies from this time what great things the march towards deliver¬ 
ance can bring about 

Sixteenth-century Calvinism presents us with a spectacle which 
is perhaps even more instructive; but we must be very carefid not 
to confuse it, as many authors have done, with contemporary Prot¬ 
estantism; these two doctrines are the very opposite of each other. 
I cannot understand how Hartmann can say that Protestantism is 
a halting place on the journey of true Christianity’ and that it ‘allied 
itself with the renaissance of ancient paganism’;” these judgements 
apply only to recent Protestantism, which has abandoned its own 
principles in order to adopt those of the Renaissance. Pessimism, 
which formed no part of the current of ideas that characterized the 
Renaissance,'^ has never been so strongly affirmed as it was by the 


’ Hanmann, [Phtlosopiiu <U I'inconuitMl, p. 40* ‘Conteoipi for the wOTld^com- 
bined with »transcendent life of the spirit, had been taught in India throi# the 
esoterk teachings of Buddhism. But this teaching was mly a««^bk to a 
circle of initiates living a ceUbate life. The outsKle world bad oriy wIct the letc« 
which kills and its influence was only evident m the tccertnc form ot the Sves oc 
hermits and penitents'(p. 439). m - t _«•_ 

Ptierre] Badffbl, Etudei d'kistnre el de tkdolegu positive [Pans, Lecoffre, 1905], 

" ^dSrd] von Hartmann, U Relipon de t'ovenir, French tram. [Paris. Baillibe, 

‘A? Afee^Icjrbe^'the stniggU between the pagan lov^f lift and the Chiistwn 
contempt of the world and flight from it’; iM., p t*6. This pagan conception is 
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men of the Reformation. The dogmas of sin and of predestination - 
which correspond to the first two aspects of pessimism, the wretch¬ 
edness of the human species and social determinism - were pushed 
to their most extreme consequences. Deliverance was conceived in 
a very different form from that which it had been given by primitive 
Christianity; Protestants organized themselves militarily wherevex 
this was possible; they made expeditions into Catholic lands, 
expelled the priests, introduced their form of worship, and promul¬ 
gated laws proscribing papists. They no longer borrowed from the 
books of the apocalypse the idea of a great final catastrophe in which 
their brothers in C^st, who had for so long defended themselves 
against the attacks of Satan, would only be spectators; the Prot¬ 
estants, nourished on the reading of the Old Testament, wanted to 
imitate the exploits of the earlier conquerors of the Holy Land, they 
therefore took the offensive and sought to establish the kingdom of 
God by force. In each locality that they conquered, the Calvinists 
brought about a real catastrophic revolution, changing everything 
from top to bottom. 

Calvinism was finally vanquished by the Renaissance; it was full 
of theological concerns derived from medieval traditions and there 
came a time when it feared to be thou^t too far behind the times; 
it wdshed to be on the level of modem culture and finished by 
becoming simply a lax Christianity.^^ Today very few people have 
a sense of what the reformers of the sixteenth century meant by 
free examination; Protestants apply the same methods to the Bible 
as philologists apply to any secular text; Calvin’s style of exegesis 
has been replaced by humanist criticism. 

The chronicler of events who ctmtents himself with recording 
facts is tempted to regard deliverance as either a dream or an error; 
but the true historian considers things from a different point of 
view: whenever he endeavours to find out what has been the influ¬ 
ence of the Calvinist spirit upon morals, law or literature he is 
always led to examine how earlier Protestant thought was influenced 
by the ctmeeption of the path towards deliverance. The experien« 
of this great epoch shows quite clearly that in the sentiment of battle 


to be found in liberal Protesuntism and this is why HartiMM nghtly 
to be irreUrious; but the men of the sixteenth century saw things very diffi^lly 
» If soeWisrS^es it will obviously be in the same way, because it will have 
been fri^tened by its own barbarism. 
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that accompanies this anil to deliverance the courageous man finds a 
satisfaction that is sufficient Co keep up his ardour. I am convinced, 
therefore, that from this case one can draw excellent illustrations of 
the idea that you once expressed to me; that the legend of the wan¬ 
dering Jew, condemned to march forever without knowing rest, is 
the symbol of the highest aspirations of mankind. 


II 


My theses have shocked many people who are, to a certain extent, 
under the influence of ideas implanted in us by our education on 
the subject of natural law; very few educated people have been able 
to free themselves from these ideas. If this philosophy of natural 
law accords perfectly with that of force (understanding this word in 
the special sense I give it in chapter V, section IV) it cannot be 
reconciled with my conception of the historical role of violence. 
Scholastic doctrines of natural law amount to nothing but a simple 
tautology: what is just is good and what is unjust is bad; as if we 
had not always implicitly admitted that the just adapts itself to the 
natural order of events in the world. It was for this reason that 
economists for a long time asserted that the relations created under 
the capitalist regime of competition were perfectly just, because they 
resulted from the natural course of things; conversely Utopians have 
always claimed that the actual state of the world is not naturat 
enough. They have wished, consequently, to paint a picture of a 
society naturally better regulated and therefore more just. 

I cannot resist the pleasure of quoting some of Pa^’s Pensees, 
which terribly embarrassed his contemporaries and which have only 
been properly understood in our day. Pascal had considerable diffi¬ 
culty in freeing himself from the ideas of natural law he found in the 
philosophers; he abandoned them because he did not think them suf¬ 
ficiently imbued with Christianity: i have passed a great part of my 
life’, he writes, ‘believing that there was justice; and in this I was mis¬ 
taken, because it exists only as Cod has wilki to reveal it to us. But 


' Blaise Pascal (162.1-62), philosopher; he was closely associated wiA tlw JanKi^ 
movement centred on the convent of Pon-RoyaJ outside 
Pone Innocent X in 1653. First pohlished in 1670, the Fenstes are s lon| set ol 
on the narure of religious faith, in part designed to show the 
impotence of reason in meuphysical matters. 
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did not take it so, and this is where 1 made the mistake; for 1 believed 
that our justice was essentially just and that I possessed the means by 
which I could know it and judge of it’ (fragment 375 of the Brunsch- 
vicq edition); -‘Doubtless there are natural laws; but this good reason 
once corrupted,'* has corrupted all’ (fragment 294); - ‘ Veri juris. We 
have it no longer’ (fragment 297). 

Moreover, mere observation showed Pascal the absurdity of the 
theorv of natural law; if this theory was correct, we ought to find 
laws that are universally admitted; but actions which we regard as 
crimes have at other times been regarded as virtuous; ‘Three 
degrees of elevation nearer the pole reverse all jurisprudence, a mer¬ 
idian decides what is truth; fundamental laws change after a few 
yeiu^ of pwssession; right has its epochs, the entry of Saturn into 
the constellation of the Lion marks to us the origin of such and 
such a crime. What a strange justice it is that is bounded by a river! 
Truth on this side of the Pyrenees becomes enor on the other .,. 
We must, we are told, get back to the fundamental and original laws 
of the State which an unjust custom has abolished. This is a game 
. certain to result in the loss of all; nothing will be just on the balance 
(fragment 294; cf. fragment 379). 

As it is thus impossible to reason about justice, we ought to appeal 
to custom, and Pascal often falls back upon this axiom (fragments 294, 
297,299, 309,312)- He goes much further and shows how justice is 
practically dependent on force: 'Justice is subject to dispute; force is 
easily recognizable and beyond dispute. Thus it is not possible to 
attribute force to justice, because force has contradicted justice and 
has said that it itself was just. And therefore not being able to make 
what was just strong, what was strong has been made just’ (fragment 
298; fragments 302,303, 306,307,311). 

This criticisin of natural law has not the perfect clarity ^at we 
could give it today, because we know that it is in econtaMics that 
we must seek the type of force that has attained a fully automatic 
status and can thus be identified naturally with law - whilst Pascal 
confuses under one heading all the manifestations of force.'* 


“ It seems to me Clut the editors of 1670 must have been alarmed at his aivinism. 
I am astonished that Sanw-Beuve should have restricted himself to saymg only 
that there ‘was in Pascal’s Oiristianity something that they could not undt^d 
that Pascal had grt«M need of being a Christian than they had: qharles- 
\uguMmJ Sainte-Beuve, Pm-Htynl [Paris, Hachette, i88»j, 01. p. 383. 

“ Cf. what I say about force in chapter V. 
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Pascal was vividly struck by the changes that justice has experi¬ 
enced over time and they still continue to embarrass philosophers; 
a well-organized social system is destroyed by a revolution and is 
replaced by another system which is considered perfectly fair; and 
what was before considered just becomes unjust. Any amount of 
sophisms have been provided to show that force has been placed at 
the service of justice during revolutions; on many occasions these 
arguments have been shown to be absurd; but the public is so accus¬ 
tomed to believe in natural law that it cannot make up its mind to 
abandon them! 

There is nothing, including even war, that it has not been tried 
to bring inside the scope of natural law: they compare war to a 
process in which a people claims a right which a malevolent neigh¬ 
bour refuses to recognize. Our fathers readily acknowledged that 
God decided the outcome of battles in favour of those who had 
right on their side; the vanquished were to be treated as an unsuc¬ 
cessful litigant: they must pay the costs of the war and give guaran¬ 
tees to the victor in order that the latter might enjoy his restored 
rights. Today there is no shortage of people who propose that inter¬ 
national conflicts should be submitted to arbitration; this would be 
a secularization of the ancient mythology.**’ 

The supporters of natural law are not always implacable enemies of 
civil struggles, and certainly not of tumultuous rioting; that has been 
amply demonstrated during the course of the Dreyfus affair. \Mien 
the authority of the law was in the hands of their opponents they 
accepted willingly enough that it was being employed to violate justice 
and thev then proved that one could forego legality in order to make 
a return to right (to borrow a phrase of the Bonapartists); when they 
could not overthrow the government they tried at least to intimidate 
it. But when they attacked the upholders of the authority of the law, 
they did not at all seek to suppress that authority, because they wished 
one day to udlize it for their own ends; all the revolutionary disturb¬ 
ances of the nineteenth century ended by strengthening theSute. 

Proletarian violence entirely changes the appearance of all the in¬ 
flicts in which it plays a part, since it disowns the force organized by 


I cannot succeed in finding the idea of intematvmal arbitMtHm ui ^ 

of Pascal, where several people cl^ to have discovered it; Pascal 
points out the ridiculous aspect of the claim made in hiS day by every belligerent 
to condemn the conduct of his adversary in the naipe of justice. 
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the bourgeoisie and wants to suppress the State which serves as its 
central nucleus. Under such conditions it is no longer possible to 
argue about the original rights of man; this is why our parliamentary 
socialists, who are the offspring of the bourgeoisie and who know 
nothing outside the ideology of the State, are so bewildered when they 
are confronted with proletarian violence; they cannot apply to it the 
commonplaces which ordinarily serve them when they speak about 
force, and they look with terror on movements which might lead to 
rhe ruin of the institutions by which they live; if revolutionary syndi¬ 
calism triumphs there will be no more speeches on immanent Justice, 
no more parliamentary regime for the use of Intellectuals; - it is the 
abomination of desolation. We must not be astonished therefore that 
they about violence with so much anger. 


Giving evidence on 5 June 1907 before the Assize Court of the 
Seine in the Bousquet—Levy case,' Jaur« said; ‘I have no super¬ 
stitious belief about legality. It has already been subject to too many 
defeats! but I always advise the workers to have recourse to legJ 
means; because violence is a sign of temporary weakness.' This is 
dearly a reference to the Dreyfus affair: Jaurcs remembered that 
his friends were obliged to have recourse to revolutionary demon¬ 
strations and it is easy to understand from this affair that he did 
retain a very great respect for a legality that was in conflict with 
what he regarded to be right. He likened the position of the syn¬ 
dicalists to that of the former Dreyfusards: at the moment they are 
weak but they are destined one day to take possession of the State, 
it would therefore be unwise to destroy by violence a force which 
is destined to become theirs, Perhaps he may even regret at tinnes 
that the State was so severely shaken by the Dreyfur-agiittion, just 
as Gambetta*' regretted diat the administration had lost its former 
prestige and discipline. 


> Jean Bousquet (I86^I^ns) was secretary of ^ 

Afcert Uvy (iS7i-i9i6) was treasurer and one of the leaden of Uk 

Travail. Both were sentenced to eighteen months m prison for mate- 

‘ lSI of dit nrobli™ 

f«»™rv and a kev fiam* m securing the existence of die Third Republic 

SHf hi. prrnpj ™coo. ™ » hopublm- ll» pmoom' 

of the new Republic. 
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One of the most elegant ministers of the Republic” has made a 
speciality of high-sounding pronouncements against the upholders of 
violence'. Viviani' charms deputies, senators and the employees 
assembled to hear his Excellency on his official tours by telling them 
that violence is a caricature or rather ‘the fallen and degenerate 
daughter of force’. After boasting that by a magnificent gesture he has 
extinguished the lamps of heaven, he assumes the manner of a mata¬ 
dor at whose feet a furious bull is about to fall.'* If I were more vain 
about my literary efforts I would like to think that t.h\%fine socialist was 
thinking of me when he told the Senate on ifi November 1906 that 
‘one must not confuse a fanattc for a party nor a rash statement for a 
system of thought’. After the pleasure ofbeing understood by intelli¬ 
gent people there is none greater than not being understood by 
muddleheads who are only capable of expressing in jargon what serves 
them in the place of thought; but I have every reason to imagine that 
in the brilliant entourage that surrounds this low” there is not one 
who has ever heard of Le Mouvment socialiste. That the people may 
attempt an insurrection when they feel sufficiently well organized ro 
take over the State is something that Viviani and his ministerial staff 
can understand; but proletarian violence, which has no such aim, 


" Le Pern Pamitn, that on< always cites with pleasure as the monitor of^rgeois 
stupidity, tells us that today ‘this scornful definition of the elegant md wimoraJ 
M, de Moray - RepMeens are people who iress htdty - is ccmpteiely without 
foundation’. I borrow this philosophical observatioii from the enthusiastic account 
of the marriage of dvcchamutig miiuster Qemental (aa October 1^5] . This w^- 
informed newspaper has accused me of giving the workers the advice of w a^che. 

” 1 have myself seen violent*’, he itdd the Senate on 16 November 1906, foce to 
face. I have been, day after day, in the midst of thousands of men who bore on 
tbdr 6ces the marks of torifying exaltation. 1 remaned amongst *em chest W 
rdwet eye to eye.’ He boasted that in the end he triumphed over the strikers in 


the Creusoc workshops. ... -1- 

’ In the course of the same speech, Viviani strongly insis^ on hu o^ socialism 
and declared that he intended ‘10 remain faithful to the ideals of his first years ifi 
public life’. If wc arc to judge from a pamphlet published by the Alkmani^ in 
1807 under the title of YiriU sw Imim sociatate [Pans, J. Alleroane], thu 
ideal was oppornmism. When he left Algiers for Pans, Viviani WM^sfotm^ 
into a sociaL and the pamphlet qualifies his new posm.m as a he. OWously this 
text was written by fanatics who know nothing of the refinements ot fire. 


' Rcn6 Viviani (1^3-19*5); ’"’"'s'" 

S prime mim.tJHH-lf it ™ 'Mi" JSTS So 
that Inhere occurred frequent clashes between stnkers and the Sute, W*jh' 
dwiX th^y tMuell industrial unrest. A famed orator V.vi^ ^ taken 
Siricm lessons at thetotion of French classial theatre, the Comedie Fran^aise. 
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seems to them only folly and an odious cariature of revolt- Do what 
you like, but don’t kill the goose that lays the golden eggl 


III 


In the course of these studies one thing seemed so evident to me that 
I did not believe that 1 needed to lay much stress on it: men who are 
participating in great social movements always picture their coming 
action in the form of images ofbattlc in which their cause is certain to 
triumph. I proposed to give the name of‘myths’ to these construc¬ 
tions, knowledge of which is so important for historians;“ the general 
strike of the syndicalists and Marx’s catastrophic revolution are such 
myths. As remarkable examples of myths 1 have given those which 
were constructed by primitive Christianity, by the Reformation, by 
the Revolution, and by the followers of Mazzini.^ I wanted to show 
that we should not attempt to analyse such groups of images in the 
way that we break down a thing into its elements, that they should be 
taken as a whole, as historical forces, and that we should be especially 
careful not to make any comparison between the outcomes and the 
pictures people had formed for themselves before the action. 

I could have given one more example which is perhaps even more 
striking; Catholics have never been discouraged even in the hardest 
trials, because they have pictured the history of the Church as a 
series of battles between Satan and the hierarchy supported by 
Christ; every new difficulty that arises is an episode in this war 
which must finally end in the victory of Catholicism. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the revolutionary per¬ 
secutions revived this myth of the struggle with Satan, providing 
Joseph de Maistre‘ with so many eloquent words. This rejuvenation 


“ In tnv Inmducim i I’econonit moieme [Paris, Jacques, 1903] * word 

-myth’ a more general sense, which corresponds closely to the nanoww meanm| 
employed here. [In this ie«, Sorel defined as cn^s those theones of Man that 
contained ‘something of the essence of socialism .] 

' Guiseppe Mazzini (1805-72); nation^ and leader of the militant Soer;^- 
menlo movement for a united Italian republic. r . d , 

' Joseph de Maistre (i753“i82i); the most vociferous enue of the ^ 

1780 and defender of the old order. In his mr la 

announced that ‘There is a satanic quality to the Fr^ Revolution that 
ishes it from everything we have ever seen or anything that we are ever hkely to 
see in the future.' 
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explains to a large extent the religious renewal which took place at 
that time, if Catholicism is so under threat today it is largely owing 
to the fact that the myth of the Church militant is tending to disap¬ 
pear. Ecclesiastical literature has greatly contributed to rendering it 
ridiculous; for example, in 1872 a Belgian writer recommended a 
revival of exorcisms as they seemed to him an effective way of com¬ 
bating the revolutionaries,^' Many educated Catholics are horrified 
when they discover that the ideas of Joseph de Maistre have con¬ 
tributed to encouraging the ignorance of a clergy which avoided any 
attempt to gain an adequate knowledge of a science judged accursed; 
to them the myth of the struggle with Satan therefore appears 
dangerous and they point out its ridiculous aspects, but they in no 
way understand its historical significance. The gentle, sceptical and, 
above all, pacific habits of the present generation are, moreover, not 
favourable to its contiixued existence; and the enemies of the Church 
loudly proclaim that it does not wish to return to a regime of 
persecutions that might restore their former power to the images of 

By employing the term ‘myth’ I believed that 1 had made a happy 
choice, because I thus put myself in a position of refusing all dis¬ 
cussion with the people who wish to subject the general strike to 
deuiled criticism and who accumulate objections against its practi¬ 
cal possibility. It appears, on the contrary, that I had a very had 
idea, since while some tell me that myths are only appropriate to a 
primitive society others imagine that I thought the modem world 
might be moved by dreams analogous to those which Renan thought 
might usefully replace religion;" but there has been a worse misun¬ 
derstanding and it has been believed that my theory of myths was 
only a lawyer’s plea, a falsification of the real opinions of the revol¬ 
utionaries, an mtelhetualist sop/iistry. 


' Pfaul] Bureau. La Crue mmli da temps nouveaux [Pans, Bloud, 1907], P-a> 3 - 
The author, who teaches it the Inslitu! CatJiohque de Pans, adds: Thu rec¬ 
ommendation can only excite hilarity today. We are, however, obliged Jo 
that the author’s curious proposition was then accepted by a Imrc numbet ol his 
co-religionists, when we remembei the astonishing success of the writings ot Leo 
Taxil after his alleged conversion.' „ , • . 

» These dreams seem to me to have the principal obiect of ^mg the 

that Renan had reuined on the subject of the beyond (cf. an arocle by Mgt 
d’Hulst in Le Correspondanl of a? October 189a, pp. aio. 224-5) 
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If this were true I would hive had very little luck, since I have 
wanted to escape the influence of that intellectualist philosophy 
which is, it seems to me, a great hindrance for the historian who 
accepts it- The contradiction that exists between this philosophy 
and a true understanding of events has often struck the readers of 
Renan: the latter is continually wavering between his own intuition, 
which was nearly always admirable, and a philosophy which cannot 
approach history without falling into platitudes; but, alas, he too 
often believed himself bound to argue in accordance with the scien¬ 
tific opinion of his contemporaries. 

The sacrifice of his life made by the soldier of Napoleon in order 
to have had the honour of taking part in ‘eternal’ deeds and of living 
in the glory of France knowing that ‘he would always remain a poor 
man’;^^ the extraordinary virtues shown by the Romans who 
resigned themselves to an appalling inequality and yet who suffered 
so much to conquer the world;^^ ‘the belief in glory [which was] a 
value without equal’, created by Greece and as a result of which ‘a 
selection was made from the swarming masses of humanity, life had 
a motive, and there was a recompense for those who had pursued 
the good and the beautiful’;'* - these are things that the intellectual¬ 
ist philosophy cannot explain. Rather it leads to an admiration, in 
the fifty-first chapter of the Book of Jeremiah,' of ‘the lofty though 
profoundly sad feeling with which the peaceful man contemplates 
these falls [of empire], the pity excited in the heart of the vtse 
man by the specacle of peoples labouring for nothing, victims of the 
arrogance of the few’. Greece, according to Renan,'* did not experi¬ 
ence anything of that kind, and I do not think this is something to 
complain about! Moreover, he himself praises the Romans for not 
having acted in accordance with the conceptions of the Jewh 
thinker; ‘They laboured, they wore themselves out - for nothing, 
says the Jewish thinker - yes, doubtless, but that is the virtue that 
history rewards.’” 

" E[mest] Renan, Hntoin du pettple d'hrael [Paris, Calmawi-Levy. 1887-^3]. >‘''1 
p. 191. 

” !M., p. *67- 

“ Ibid., pp- ip9-aoc. 

“ Ibid., Ill, pp. 458-9- 

^ Ibid., rv, p. lie}- 

' This is the chapter in which God denounces the destruction ofBsbylon. 
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Religions constitute a particularly serious problem for the intel- 
lectualist, because he can neither regard them as being without his¬ 
torical importance nor can he explain them; Renan, for example, 
has written some very strange sentences on the subject; 'Religion is 
a necessary imposture. Even the most obvious ways of throwing 
dust in people’s eyes cannot be neglected when you are dealing with 
a race as stupid as the human species, created for error and which, 
when it does admit the truth, never does so for the right reasons. 
It is necessary therefore to give it bad ones.’^’ 

Comparing Giordano Bruno,"* who ‘allowed himself to be burnt 
at the Champ-de-Flore’, with Galileo, who submitted to the Holy 
See, Renan sides with the second because, according to him, the 
scientist need not bring anything to support his discoveries beyond 
good arguments; he considered that the Italian philosopher wished 
to supplement his inadequate proofs by his sacrifice and he puts 
forward this scornful maxim; 'A man suffers martyrdom only for 
the sake of things about which he is not certain.’^’ Renan here con¬ 
fuses conviction, which must have been very powerful in Bruno’s 
case, with that particular kind of certitude associated with accepted 
theories of science which teaching ultimately produces; it would be 
difficult to give a less exact idea of the forces which move men! 

The whole of this philosophy can be summed up in this prop¬ 
osition of Kenan’s; ‘Human affairs are an approximation lacking 
gravity and precision’; and, as a matter of fact, for the intellcctualist 
whatever lacks precision must also lack gravity. But in Renan the 
conscience of the historian was never entirely asleep, and be at once 
adds this qualifying statement: ‘To have recognized [this truth] is a 
great result obtained by philosophy; but it is an abdication of any 


” Efmist] Etudes d'kisieire religieuse [Pam. aimaim-Levj 1884], 

p. VII. Previously he had said, speaking of the persecutions, ‘People die for opt- 
niam and not for certitudes, for whit one believes and not what Oiw knows .. . 
whenever it is a case of beliefs the greaiea Eestimony and the most efiective dem- 
onstniion is to die for tbem': E[mest] Renan, L-Egltse chriuenne [P^. 

Lew 18701, p. 317- This thesis presupposes that martyrdom is a kind of ordeal, 
which was partly true in the Roman epoch because of specul circumstinces; 
G[eorges] Sorel, le Sysidme ksurifut de Rtnais [Paris. Jacques. 1906}, p. 335’ 

- eiord<r>o Brano Pl'l«'Pl'“ “-I "'S'".?;” 

cosmology; he was arrested by the Inquisition in 1592 and burnt at the staxe in 
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active role. The future lies in the hands of those who are not disillu¬ 
sioned.’^® From this we can conclude that the intellectualist philos¬ 
ophy is entirely unable lo explain great historical movements. 

The intellectualist philosophy would have vainly endeavoured to 
convince ardent Catholics, who for so long struggled successfully 
against the revolutionary traditions, that the myth of the Church 
militant did not conform to the scientific theories formulated by the 
most learned authors according to the best rules of criticism; it 
would never have succeeded in persuading them. No argument 
would have been possible to shake the faith that these men had in 
the promises made to the Church; and as long as this certitude 
survived the myth was, in their eyes, uncontestable. Similarly, the 
objections raised by the philosopher against revolutionary myths 
would have only made an impression on those men who were happy 
to find a pretext for abandoning ‘any active role’ and who wanted 
to be revolutionaries in words alone. 

I can understand that this myth of the general strike offends 
many mtse men because of its infinite quality; the world of today is 
very inclined to return to the opinions of the ancients and to subor¬ 
dinate ethics to the smooth working of public affairs, which results 
in a definition of virtue as a happy medium. As long as socialism 
remains a doctrine expressed entirely in words, it is very easy to deflect 
it towards this happy medium; but this transformation is obviously 
impossible when the myth of the general strike is introduced, as 
this implies an absolute revolution. You know, as well as I, that all 
that is best in the modem mind is derived from the torment of the 
infinite; you are not one of those people who regard as happy dis¬ 
coveries those tricks by means of which readers can be deceived by 
words. That is why you will not condemn me for having attached 
great worth to a myth which gives socialism such high moral value 
and such great honesty. It is because the theory of myths produces 
such fine results that so many people seek to dispute it. 


IV 

The mind of man is so constituted that it cannot remain content 
with the mere observation of facts but wishes to understand the 

* Renan, Hisioire du ptnple d'lsrail. III, p. 497- 
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inner reason of things; 1 therefore ask myself whether it might not 
be desirable to study this theory of myths more thoroughly, utilizing 
the insights we owe to the philosophy of Bergson. The attempt that 
I am about to submit to you is doubtless very imperfect, but I think 
that it has been conceived in accordance with the method that must 
be followed to throw light on the problem. 

Firstly, we should notice that moralists rarely ever discuss what 
is truly fundamental about our individuality; as a rule they try to 
appraise our already completed acts with the aid of judgements for¬ 
mulated in advance by society for different types of action most 
common in contemporary life. They say that in this way they arc 
determining motives; but these motives are of the same nature as 
those of which jurists take account in criminal law: they are social 
evaluations of facts known to everybody. Many philosophers, 
especially chose of antiquity, have believed it possible to reduce 
everything to a question of utility; and if any social evaluation does 
exist it is surely utility; - theologians estimate transgressions by the 
place they occupy on the road which, according to average human 
experience, leads to mortal sin; they are thus able to ascertain the 
degree of malice represented by sexual desire and therefore the 
appropriate punishment; - the moderns teach that we judge our 
wilt before acting, comparing our projected conduct with general 
principles which are, to a certain extent, analogous to declarations 
of the rights of man; and this theory is, very probably, inspired by 
the admiration engendered by the BUh of Rights placed at the head 
of each American constitution.^' 

We are all so extremely' concerned to know what the world thinks 
of US that, sooner or later, considerations analogous to those moral¬ 
ists speak do pass through our mind; as a result of this the latter 
have been able to imagine that they have really made an appeal to 
experience so as to discover what exists at the bottom of the creative 
conscience, when, as a matter of fact, all they have done is to 


' The constitution of Virginia dates from June 1776. The .ymerican tonstitutions 
were known in Europe by two French translations, in 1778 and 17^. ^nt had 
published the Foutidolions of the Mitaphyucs af Morals m 1785 and *e Cniijur 0/ 
Pmclical Reason in 1788. One might say ihai the util.unan system of the anaencs 
has certain analogies with economics, that of the theologians with mi thzi 
of Kant with rhe politial theory of a nascent democracy, (cf. [Georg] Jellmek La 
Dfclaralion Jet droits lie rhoane [Paris. Fontemoing, iQOj], pp. ib-a?, 49-5®. »9T 
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consider already accomplished acts from the point of view of their 
social effects, 

Bergson, on the contrary, invites us to consider the inner depths 
of the mind and what happens during a creative moment: There 
are’, he says,‘two different selves, one of which is, as it were, the 
external projection of the other, its spatial and, so to speak, social 
representation- We reach the former by deep introspection, which 
leads us to grasp our inner states as living things, constantly in a 
process of becoming, as states not amenable to measure ... But the 
mottunis mhen tpe grasp ourselves are rare, and this is why we are 
rarely free. The greater part of the time we live outside ourselves; 
we perceive only a colourless shadow ... We live for the external 
world rather than ourselves; we speak more chan we think; we are 
acted upon rather than act ourselves. To act freely is to recover 
possession of oneself, and to get back into pure durMion.’^ 

In order to acquire a real understanding of this psychology we 
must ‘carry ourselves back in thought to those moments of our life 
when we made some serious decision, moments unique of their 
kind, which will not be repeated any more than the past phases of 
the history of a people will come back again’.’^ It is very evident 
that we enjoy this liberty most of all when we are making an effort 
to create a new individuality within ourselves, thus endeavouring to 
break the bonds of habit which enclose us. It might at first be sup¬ 
posed that it would be sufficient to say that, at such moments, we 
are dominated by an overwhelming emotion; but everybody now 
recognizes that movement is the essence of emotional life and it is 
then in terms of movement chat we must speak of creative 
consciousness. 

Here is how it seems to me the psychology of the deeper life 
must be represented. We should abandon the idea that the soul can 
be compared to something moving, which, obeying a more or 
mechanical law, is impelled in the direction of certain given motive 
forces. When we act we are creating a completely artificial world 


” HTenril Bergson, Essai sur (« dsonees mmediatts ie la conscimee [Pans, Al^ 
1880I pp. 175-6. In this phnosophy a distinction is made between i«r«>v" whidi 
flows,’ in which our personality manifests itself, and madtemalical time foQowing 
the measure which science uses to space out saomplished facts. 

Ibid., p. 181. 


26 



Introduction: Letter to Daniel HaUvy 


placed ahead of the present world and composed of movements 
which depend entirely on us. In this way our freedom becomes 
perfectly intelligible. Starting from these constructions, which cover 
everything that interests us, several philosophers, inspired by 
Bergsonian doctrines, have been led to formulate a rather startling 
theory. For example, Edouard Le Roy" says: ‘Our real body is the 
entire universe as far as it is experienced by us. And what common 
sense more strictly calls our body is only the region of least uncon- 
sciousneM and greatest free activity, the part which we most directly 
control and by means of which we are able to act on the rest.’^‘ We 
must not, as this subtle philosopher constantly does, confuse a pass¬ 
ing state of our willing activity with the stable affirmations of 
science.*® 

These artificial worlds generally disappear from our minds with¬ 
out leaving any trace in our memory; but when the masses are 
deeply moved it then becomes possible to describe a picture which 
constitutes a social myth. 

The belief in glory, which Renan praised so much, quickly fades 
away into rhapsodies when it has not been supported by myths, 
which have themselves varied greatly in different epochs: the citizen 
of the Greek republics, the Roman legionary, the soldier of the wars 
of Liberty, and the artist of the Renaissance did not picture their 
conception of glory through the same set of images, Renan com¬ 
plained that ‘faith in glory is compromised by the limited historical 
outlook that tends to be prevalent in our day’. ‘Very few people’, he 
wrote, ‘act with eternity in mind .. • Everyone wants to enjoy his 
own glory; they eat the unripeticd seed in their lifetime; and do not 
gather it in sheaves after death,’*® In my opinion, this limited his¬ 
torical outlook is not a cause but a consequence; it results from the 
weakening of the heroic myths which enjoyed such great popularity 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century; the belief m glory 


« E[douard] U Roy, Dogme et Cnn^w [Pans, Bloud, 1907], p. * 39 - 

U is easy » see here how the sophism creeps m: tke txp^td by w m) 

be atiJr Ihe real world in which we Uve or the world mvented by us for action. 

“ Reroin, Hisinre dn peuple d'lsraHl, IV, p. 3 * 9 - 

" Edouard Le Roy (1871-1954); and Berg^ian 

lessor at the College de France; author of Dagmi ft cnufue 
demned by the Pa^ in its rejection of theological ‘modemisn of Out year. 
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perished and the limited historical outlook became predominant at 
the same time that these myths vanished.” 

As tong as there are no myths accepted by the masses, one may 
go on talking of revolts indefinitely without ever provoking any 
revolutionary movement; this is what gives such importance to the 
general strike and renders it so odious to socialists who are afraid 
of revolution; they do all they can to shake the confidence felt by 
the workers in the preparations they are making for the revolution; 
and in order to succeed in this they cast ridicule on the idea of the 
general strike, which alone has a value as a motive force. One of the 
chief means employed by them is to represent it as a utopia; this is 
easy enough, as there are very few myths which are perfectly free 
from any utopian element. 

The revolutionary myths which exist at the present time are 
almost pure; they allow us to understand the activity, the sentiments 
and the ideas of the masses as they prepare themselves to enter on 
a decisive struggle; they are not descriptions of things but 
expressions of a will to act. A utopia is, on the contrary, an intellec¬ 
tual product; it is the work of theorists who, after observing and 
discussing the facts, seek to establish a model to which they can 
compare existing societies in order to estimate the amount of good 
and evil they contain;^* it is a combination of imaginary insdturions 
having sufficient analogies to real institutions for the jurist to be 
able to reason about them; it is a construction which can be broken 
into parts and of which certain pieces have been shaped in such a 
way that they can {with a few alterations) be fitted into future 
legislation. - Whilst contemporary myths lead men to prepare 


‘Assent’, said Newman, ‘however strong, arid accorded to images however vivid, 
is not therefore netessarily praaical. Strictly speaking, it is not imagination that 
action; but hope and tear, likes and dislikes, jppetdte, passion, the stunngs 
of selfishness and self-love. What imapnation does for ys is to find a mews of 
stimulating these motive powers; and it does so by providing a supply of obiecB 
Strong enough to sdimilate them’; [Newman, Gromauire^ p. 69. It may be seen 
that the famous thinker adopts a position very close to the cheoiy of myths. It is 
impossible to read Newman without being struck by the analogies between his 
thought and that of Bergson: people who like to make the history of ideas de^d 
on ethnic traditions will not fail 10 observe that Newman is descended from 

’• ifwas^CTidently a method of this kind that was adopted by those Greek philos¬ 
ophers who wished CO be able to argue about ethics without being obliged to accept 
the customs that histotical necessity had imposed at Athens. 
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themselves for a combat which will destroy the existing state of 
things, the effect of utopias has always been to direct men's minds 
towards reforms which can be brought about by patching up the 
system; it is not surprising then that so many believers in utopias 
were able to develop into able statesmen when they bad acquired 
greater experience of political life. - A myth cannot be refuted since 
it is, at bottom, identical lo the convictions of a group, being the 
expression of these convictions in the language of movement; and 
it is, in consequence, unanalysable into parts which could be placed 
on the plane of historical descriptions. A utopia, on the other hand, 
can be discussed like any other social constitution; the spontaneous 
movements it presupposes can be compared with those actually 
observed in the course of history, and we can in this way evaluate 
their verisimilitude; it is possible to refute it by showing that the 
economic system on which it has been made to rest is incompatible 
with the necessary conditions of modern production. 

Liberal political economy is one of the best examples of a utopia 
that could be given. A society was imagined where everything could 
be reduced to types produced by commerce and operating under 
the law of the fullest competition; it is recognized today that this 
kind of ideal society would be as difficult to realize as that of Plato, 
but several great statesmen of modern times have owed their fame 
to the efforts they made to introduce something of this ideal of 
commercial liberty into industrial legislation. 

We have here a utopia free from any element of myth; the history 
of French democracy, however, offers us a very remarkable combi¬ 
nation of utopias and myths. The theories that inspired the audiors 
of our first constitutions are today regarded as extremely fanciful; 
indeed, often people are loath to concede them the value which they 
have been so long recognized to possess: that of an ideal on which 
legislators, magistrates and administrators should constantly fix 
their eyes in order to secure for men an element of justice. With 
these utopias were mixed myths which represented the strug^e 
against the ancien rigime' as long as the myths survived, all the 
refutations of liberal utopias could produce no effect; the myth safe¬ 
guarded the utopia with which it was mixed. 

For a long time socialism was scarcely anything but a utopia; and 
the Marxists were right in claiming for their master the honour 
of having changed the situation; socialism has now become the 
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preparadon of the masses employed in large-scale industry who wish 
to do away with the State and with property*, it is no longer necessary 
therefore to discuss how men must organize themselves in order to 
enjoy future happiness; everything is reduced to the revolutionary 
apprenticeship of the proletariat. Unfortunately, Marx was not 
aff|namt«»d with the facts which have now become familiar to us; 
we know better than he did what strikes are, because we have been 
able to observe economic conflicts of considerat^e extent and dur¬ 
ation; the myth of the general strike has now become popular and 
is now firmly established in the minds of the workers; we have ideas 
about violence that it would have been difficult for him to form; we 
can therefore complete his doctrine, instead of making commentar¬ 
ies on his texts as his unfominate disciples have done for so long. 

In this way utopianism tends to disappear completely from soaal- 
ism; the latter has no longer any need to concern itself with the organ¬ 
ization of industry since capit^m does this. 1 think, moreover, that 
I have shown that a general strike corresponds to sentiments which 
are closely related to those that are necessary to promote production 
in a very progressive form of industry, that a revolutionary appren¬ 
ticeship iruy also be an apprenticeship as a producer. 

People who are living in this world of myths are secure from all 
refutation; somethii^ which has led many to assert that socialism is 
a kind of religion. For a long time people have besen struck by the 
fact that religious convictions are unaffected by criticism; and from 
this they have concluded that everything which claims to be beyond 
science must be a religion. It has also been observed that in our day 
Christianity tends to be less a system of dogmas than a Christian 
life, that is, a moral reform penetrating to the roots of one's being; 
coi^quently, a new analogy has been discovered between religion 
and a revolutionary socialism which aims at the apprenticeship, 
preparation and even reconstruction of the individual which takes 
place with this gigantic task in mind. But Bergson has taught us 
that it is not only religion which occupies the profounder region of 
our mental life; revolutionary myths have their place there equal^ 
with religion. The arguments which Yves Guyot“ puts forward 


' Yves Guyot (1843-1928); economist ind politician; advocate of free Mde ^d an 
opponent of socialism; minister of public works between 188^2; author 
b^s including U OmSdu socialisit (1897) md Sopiums soeuUsus 
mscues (1908}. 
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against socialism on the ground that it is a religion therefore seem to 
me to be founded on an imperfect knowledge of the new psychology. 

Renan was very surprised to discover that socialists were beyond 
discouragement: ‘After each abortive experience they begin again; 
the solution has not been found, we will find it The idea that no 
solution exists never occurs to them, and there lies their strength. 
The explanation given by Renan is superficial; it sees socialism as a 
utopia, as a thing comparable to observed realities; we can hardly 
understand bow confidence can thus survive so many failures. But, 
by the side of utopias, there have always existed myths capable of 
leading the workers on to revolt. For a long time these myths were 
founded on ±e legends of the Revolution, and they preserved all of 
their value as long as these legends remained unshaken. Today the 
confidence of the socialists is much greater than it was in the past, 
now that the myth of the general strike dominates the true working- 
class movement in its entirety. No failure proves anything against 
socialism, as it has become a work of preparation; if it fails, it merely 
proves that the apprenticeship has been insufficient; they must set 
to work again with more courage, persistence and confidence than 
before; the experience of labour has taught the workers that it is by 
means of patient apprenticeship that one can become a true comrade 
at work; and it is also the only way of becoming a true 
revolutionary.^ 


V 

The works of my friends have been treated with great conwmpt by 
.the socialists who mix in politics, but at the same time with much 
sympathy by people who do not concern themselves with parlia¬ 
mentary affairs. We cannot be suspected of seeking to carry on a 
kind of intellectual industry and we protest every time that we are 
confused with the Intellectuals who are the very people who make 
the exploitation of thought their profession. The old stagers of 
democracy cannot imderstand why so much trouble should be taken 


** Renan, Hisloire du peuple d'israet. III, p 497- , , 

« It is extremely important to observe the analogies »h>ch exist beW«n the revol¬ 
utionary sbte of mind and those which correspond to the ethu of the producers, 1 
have indicated some retnarkabk resemblances at the end of these reflections, but 
there are many more analogies that could be pointed out 
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unless one secretly aims at the leadership of the working class. How¬ 
ever, we could not act in any other way. 

The man who has constructed a utopia designed to make 
humanity happy is inclined to look upon his invention as his own 
personal property; he believes that no one is better placed than he 
is to apply his system; he finds it quite unreasonable that his writ¬ 
ings should nor secure for him a post in government. But we, on 
the contrary, have not invented anything at all, and even assert that 
there is nothing to be invented: we have limited ourselves to defin¬ 
ing the historical significance of the idea of the general strike; we 
have cried to show that a new culture might spring from the struggle 
of the revolutionary trade unions against the employers and the 
State; our greatest claim to originality consists in having maintained 
that the proletariat can emancipate itself without needing to seek 
guidance from those members of the bourgeoisie who consider 
themselves experts in matters of the intellect. We have thus been 
led to regard as essential in contemporary affairs what had pre¬ 
viously been seen as accessory: what is really educative for a revol¬ 
utionary proletariat that is serving its apprenticeship in struggle. It 
would be impossible for us to exercise any direct influence on such 
a work of preparation. 

We may play a useful role, but only if we limit ourselves to 
attacking bourgeois thought in such a way as to put the proletariat 
on guard against the invasion of ideas and morals from the hostile 
class. 

Men who have received an elementary education are generally 
prone to a reverence for books and they readily attribute genius to 
people who attract the attention of the literary world to any great 
extent; they imagine that they must have much to learn from 
authors whose names are so often cited with praise in the^ news¬ 
papers; they listen with remarkable respect to the commentaries that 
these literary prize-winners present to them. It is not easy to combat 
these prejudices: but it is very useful work; we regard this task as 
being of fundamental importance and we can carry it ro a successful 
conclusion without ever taking control of the working-class 
movement. The proleuriat must be preserved from the expenence 
of the Germans who conquered the Roman Empire; they were 
ashamed of their barbarism and put themselves to school with the 
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rhetoricians of Latin decadence; they had no reason to congratulate 
themselves for having wished to be civilized! 

In the course of my career 1 have touched on many subjects that 
might be considered outside the proper range of a socialist writer 
1 luve endeavoured to show my readers that the science whose mar¬ 
vellous results the bourgeoisie constantly boasts of is not as infallible 
as those who live by its exploitation would have us believe; and that 
often a study of the phenomena of the socialist world would furnish 
philosophers with an enlightenment that they do not often find in 
the works of the learned. I do not believe then that I am labouring 
in vain; because I am helping to ruin the prestige of bourgeois cul¬ 
ture which up to now has been opposed to the complete develop¬ 
ment of the principle of class struggle. 

In the last chapter of my book I have said that art is an anticipation 
of the kind of work that ought to be performed in a highly pro¬ 
ductive state of society. This observation, it seems, has been very 
much misunderstood by some of my critics, who have been under 
the impression that 1 wished to piopose the aesthetic education of 
the proletariat under the tutelage of modern artists as the answer of 
socialism. This would have been a singular paradox on my part, for 
the art that we possess today is a residue left to us by aristocratic 
society, a residue which has, moreover, been greatly corrupted by 
the bourgeoisie. According to the most enlightened min^, it is 
greatly to be desired that contemporary art should renew itself by 
a more intimate contact with craftsmen; academic art has used up 
the greatest geniuses without succeeding in producing anything 
which equals what has been given us by generations of craf^en. 
I had in mind something altogether different from such an imitation 
when 1 spoke of an anticipation; I wished to show how one finds in 
art (practised by its best represenutives and, above all, in its best 
periods) analogies which allow us to understand what would be the 
qualities of the worker of the future. Moreover, so little did I think 
of asking the schools of fine art to provide a teaching suitable for 
the proletariat that I based the ethic of the producers not on an 
aesthetic education transmitted by the bourgeoisie but on the feel¬ 
ings developed by the struggles of the workers against their masters. 
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These observations lead us to recopiize the enormous difference 
that exists between the new schoof' and the anarchism that flourished 
twenty years ago in Paris. The bourgeoisie itself had much less 
admiration for its literary men and its artists than the anarchists of 
that time felt for them; their enthusiasm for the passing celebrities 
of the day often surpassed that felt by disciples for the greatest 
masters of the past; we need not then be astonished if by a kind 
of compensation the novelists and poets, thus adulated, showed a 
sympathy for the anarchists which has often surprised people who 
do not appreciate the role of vanity in the artistic world. 

This anarchism was then inlelleclually entirely bourgeois and it was 
for this reason that the Gucsdists attacked it; they said that their 
adversaries, whiie proclaiming themselves the irreconcilable enem¬ 
ies of the past, were themselves the servile pupils of this detestable 
past; they noted, moreover, that the most eloquent dissertations of 
revolt could produce nothing and that literature cannot change the 
course of history. The anarchists replied by showing that their 
opponents had entered on a road which could not lead to the revol¬ 
ution they had announced; by taking part in political debate, they 
argued, the socialists will become merely reformers of a more or less 
radical kind and will lose the sense of their revolutionary formulas. 
Experience was not slow in showing that the anarchists were right 
about this, and that, in entering into bourgeois institutions, revol¬ 
utionaries have been transformed by adopting the spirit of these 
institutions: all the parliamentary deputies agree that there is very 
little difference between a representative of the bourgeoisie and a 
representative of the proletariat- 


’’ The ‘tmvelle icole' comprised Sorel himself is well as his close associates Edouard 
Berth Hubert Lagardellc, Paul Delesalle Ml d Others who participated in the publi¬ 
cation of U Mouvmtnt sockliste. As described by Sorel, its goal was to purge 
Marxism of all that was not property iVlancisl, in order to return to the b«^ ol 
the doctrine; the notion of class struggle. In Lb Deomposiiion iu marxame (I’ans, 
Riviere, 1908), pp. 63-4, Sorel writes; ‘ihe netp sehtoJ was able slowly to gam a 
clear idea of its independenc* from the old socialist parties; it did not claim w 
form a new party ... ICS mbition was completely different, 10 understand rtie 
nature of the movement which seemed unintelligible to everyone. It proceeded 
completely differently from Bernstein: link by little, it rejected all the formuhs 
which came from either utopianism or Blinquisiti; it thus purged Marxism of all 
that was not specif Marxist and it inlended to preserve only wfet, according 
10 it was Che core of the docirine.’ A dear statement of the new school s position 
can be found in Sorefs ‘Le sjmdicalisme revolullonaire’, Le MouvemenI loaaiuU 
17 (1905). PP- 267-80. 
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Many anarchists finished up by getting (ired of always reading 
the same grandiloquent denunciations hurled at the capitalist 
system and set themselves to find a way which would lead them 
to acts which were really revolutionary; they entered the syndicats 
which, thanks to violent strikes, somehow realized the social war 
they had so often spoken of. Historians will one day see in this 
entry of the anarchists into the syndicats one of the greatest 
events that has been produced in our time; and then the name 
of my poor friend, Fernand Pelloutier, will be as well known as 
it ought to be.'" 

The anarchist writers who remained faithful to their former 
revolutionary literature do not seem to have looked with much 
favour upon the passage of their friends into the syndicats; their 
attitude proves that the anarchists who became syndicalists 
showed real originality and that they did not apply theories which 
had been fabricated in philosophical coteries. Above all, they 
taught the workers that they need not be ashamed of acts of 
violence. Up to that point it had been usual in the socialist 
world to attenuate or to excuse the violence of strikers; the new 
members of the syndicats regarded these acts of violence as normal 
manifestations of the struggle and, as a result, the tendencies 
pushing them towards trade unionism*' were abandoned. It was 
their revolutionary temperament which led them to this concep¬ 
tion of violence; it would be a gross error to suppose that these 
former anarchists carried over into the workers’ associations any 
of the ideas associated with propaganda by the deed. 

Revolutionary syndicalism is not, therefore, as many believe, the 
first confused form of the working-class movement, which is bound 
in the end to free itsdf from this youthful error. It has been, on the 
contrary, the product of an improvement brought about by men 
who had just arrested a deviation towards bourgeois ideas. It might, 
therefore, be compared to the Reformation, which wished to pre¬ 
vent Christianity submitting to the influence of the humanists; like 
the Reformation, revolutionary syndicalism may prove abortive if it 


I believe that Uon de Seilhac [1861-1910] was ihe first 
high qualities of Fernand Pelloutier; M Cngris ouvners 
i«99l. P- 27a- 


render justice to the 
France [Paris, Colin, 


’ Sorel here uses the English. 
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loses, as did the latter, the sense of its own ori^nality; it is this 
which gives such great interest to enquiries on revolutionary 
violence. 

15 July 1907 
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Foreword to the third edition 

I have often been asked lately if since 1906 I have observed any 
facts that invalidate some of the arguments set forth in this book. 
Or the contrary, 1 am more than ever convinced of the value of this 
philosophy of violence. I have even thought it useful to add to this 
reprint an ‘apology for violence’ that I published in Le Matin on 18 
May 1908, at the time when the first edition appeared. 

This is one of the books that public opinion does not allow an 
author to improve; I have only allowed myself to change a few 
words here and there in order to make certain phrases clearer. 

February igi2 
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The reflections that I submit to the readers of Le Mouvment sociali¬ 
st! on the subject of violence have been inspired by very simple 
observations about evident facts which play an increasingly marked 
role in the history of contemporary classes. 

For a long time I have been struck by the fact that the normal 
development of strikes has included a significant number of acts of 
violence;^ but certain learned sociologists seek to disguise a phenom¬ 
enon that everyone who cares to use his eyes must have noticed. 
Revolutionary syndicalism keeps alive the desire to strike in the 
masses and only prospers when important strikes, accompanied by 
violence, take place, ^cialism tends to appear more and more as a 
theory of revolutionary syndicalism - or rather as a philosophy of 
modem history, in so far as it is under the influence of syndicalism. 
It follows from these incontestable data that, if we wish to discuss 
socialism seriously, we must first of all investigate the functions of 
violence in present social conditions.^ 

I do not believe that this question has yet been approached with 
the attention it deserves; I hope that these reflections will lead a few 

' Firsi publication was in Le Mmvemem sodalisu during the first six months of 

’ Cf. ‘Les Greves’, La Scienie socisU [30] (1900), [pp. 395-413]. 

' In lh« Imfg’Umftits socuUi della eamomia eonlemparinea [Palermo, Sandron, 1907], 
written in 1903 but not published until 1906,1 bad already pointed out, hut in a 
very inadequate manner, what seemed to me to be the (unction of violence iti 
maintainii^ the division between the preltiarial and the bourgecisit (pp. SS-S)- 
[Still not available in French, this text has been translated into English as Social 
FouiuUmk o/Conlenparaiy Ecenomici (New Brunswick., NJ, Transaction Books, 
1984); see pp. 74 - 5-1 
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thinkers to examine the problems associated with proletarian viol¬ 
ence more closely; I cannot too strongly recommend these studies 
to the new school which, inspired by the principles of Marx rather 
than the formulas taught by the official proprietors of Marxism, ts 
in the process of giving socialist doctrines a sense of reality and a 
seriousness which they have certainly lacked for several years. Since 
the new school calls itself Marxist, syndicalist and revolutionary ir 
should have nothing more at heart than understanding the exaer 
historical significance of the spontaneous movements which are 
being produced in the working classes and which may ensure that 
the future direction of social development will conform to the ideas 
of its master. 

Socialhm is a philosophy of the history of contemporary mstilulions, 
and Mmx always argued as a philosopher of history when he was 
not led by personal polemics to write about matters outside his own 
system. 

The socialist imagines, then, that he has been transported into 
the very distant future, so that he car consider actual events as 
elements of a long and completed development and that he can 
attribute to them the colour that they might take for the future 
philosopher. Such a procedure certainly presupposes a considerable 
use of hypotheses; but there would be no social philosophy, no 
reflection about the process of evolution and even no important 
action in the present without certain hypotheses about the future. 
The object of this study is to deepen our understanding of moral 
conduct and not to discuss the merits or faults of prominent people; 
we need to find out how the feelings which move the masses form 
into groups; all the discussions by moralists about the motives for 
the actions of prominent men and the psychological analyses of 
character are therefore of quite secondary and even negligible 
importance. , 

It seems, however, that it is more difficult to reason m this way 
when we are concerned with acts of violence than with any other set 
of circumstances. This is due to our habit of regarding conspiracy as 
the typical example of violence or as an anticipatton of a revolution-, 
we are thus led to ask ourselves if certain criminal acts could not 
be considered heroic, or at least meritorious, because of the ron- 
sequences envisaged by their authors for the happm^s of their 
fellow citizens. Certain individual attacks have rendered such great 
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services to democracy that democracy has consecrated as ^eat men 
those who, at the risk of their lives, have tried to rid it of its enem¬ 
ies. It has done this the more readily since these ^eat men were no 
longer living when the hour for dividing the spoils of victory 
arrived; and we know that the dead obtain admiration more easily 
than the living. 

Each time, therefore, that an attack, takes place, the doctors of 
the ethico-social sciences, who are found in profusion in journalism, 
indulge in high-minded discussions about whether a criminal act 
can ever be excused, or even justified, from the point of view of 
the highest standards of justice. There is then an irruption in the 
democratic press of that casuistry for which the Jesuits have so 
many times been reproached 

Here it seems to me not unuseful to mention a note on the 
assassination of the Grand Duke Sergius which appeared in L Hum- 
anite’ on i8 February 1905; the author was not one of those vulgar 
members of the Bloc’’ whose intelligence is hardly Superior to that 
of a Negrito but rather one of the leading lights of the university 
system: Ludcn Herr' is one of those who ought to know what he 
is ulking about. The title, Les Justes represatlles, warns us that the 
question is to be treated from a high ethical standpoint: it is the 
judgment of the world * which is about to be pronounced. The author 
scrupulously endeavours to assign the responsibility, calculates the 
equivalence which ought to exist between the crime and its expi¬ 
ation, goes back to the original misdeeds which have engendered 


This expression is not too strong, as the author has devoted most of his studies 
to Hegel. 


* L 'Humnili was founded in 1904, iointly by Jaures, Leon Blum, Luden Herr and 
Luden Uvy-Bruhl. It was -very much a paper run by intellectuals for the workers, 
and hence atracied Sorel’s criticism. 

*■ The Bloc had its origin in the so-called ‘dilution des gaiicbes’. which represented 
the four polKieal groupings tbit spanned the radical and socialist posrions. A loose 
coalition it came into its own after the elections of 190* when it effectively sus¬ 
tained the premiership of Emile Combes in his anticlerical policies. The cMlition 
came to an end in 1905 when the socialists were required to withdraw from a 
bourgeois govetnment by the Second International. 'Gmbisme' came to be known 
for its unscrupulous political partisanship and it was this that led to the disulusion- 

ment of so many fonner Dreyfusards, including Sorel. 

‘ I Herr (1864-1926); librarian at ihe Ecole Normale Superieure and one ot 
the leading members of the ‘parti mtellectuel’ that Sorel came to det«t socialist 
and a Dreyfusard, he wrote a regular column on foreign affiiirs for L Humamte. 
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these acts of violence in Russia; all of this is a philosophy of history 
in accordance with the pure principles of Corsican banditry. Carried 
away by the lyricism of his subject, Lucien Herr concludes in the 
style of a prophet: ‘The battle will go on in this way, in sufTering 
and in blood, abominable and odious, until that inescapable day not 
far off, when the throne itself, the murderous throne, the throne 
which heaps up so many crimes, will fall down into the ditch that 
has today been dug for it.’ This prophecy has not yet been realized; 
but it is die true character of great prophecies never to be realized; 
the murderous throne is much more secure than the cash box of 
L’Humaniti. But, after all, what can we learn from this? 


It is not the business of historians to award prizes for virtue, to 
propose the erection of statues, or to establish any catechism what¬ 
ever; his role is to understand what is least individual in the course 
of events; the questions which interest chroniclers and excite novel¬ 
ists are those which he most willingly leaves on one side. And so I 
am not concerned to justify the perpetrators of violence but to enquire 
into the function of the violence of ike working classes in contempor¬ 
ary socialism. 

It seems to me that the question of violence has been very badly 
formulated by socialists. As proof of this I can cite the article by 
Rappoport^' that appeared in Le Socialiste on 21 October 1^5: the 
author, who has written a book on the philosophy of history,* ought, 
it seems to me, to have discussed the question by examining the 
long-term consequences of these events; but, on the contrary, he 
considers them from their most immediate, most trivial and, conse¬ 
quently, least historical aspect. According to him, syndicalism leads 
necessarily to opportunism; and as this law does not seem to be 
verified in France, he adds: ‘If in some Latin countries it assumes 
revolutionary attitudes, that is pure appearance. It shouts louder 
but that is always for the purpose of demanding reforms inside the 
framework of existing society. It is reformism by blows, but it is 
always reformism.’ 


* Qharks] Rappopen, U Philosophu it mioire comme uience dc revolution iPar.s, 
Jicques, i^ojl. 

-rh,rl«R»m»oort(i86s-iMi); writer and socialist activist; a forthright ^ponent 

ism and syndicalism. 
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Thus there would be two types of reformism: the one, patronized 
by the Musee Social,' the Direction du Travail' and Jaur», which 
would work with the aid of pleas to eternal justice, maxims and 
half-lies; the other proceeds by blows; the latter being the only one 
that is within the scope of uneducated people who have not yet 
been touched by the grace of advanced social economics. The mse 
men, the democrats devoted to the cause of the rights of man and 
the duties of the informer, the sociologist members of the Bloc, all 
think that violence will disappear when popular education becomes 
more advanced; they recommend, therefore, a great increase in the 
number of courses and lectures; they hope to drown revolutionary 
syndicalism in the saliva of professors. It is very strange that a revol¬ 
utionary such as Rappoport should agree with these wise men and 
their acolytes in their estimation of the meaning of syndicalism; this 
can only be explained by admitting that even for the best-informed 
socialists the problems connected with violence have, until now, 
remained very obscure. 

To examine the effects of violence it is necessary to start from 
its long-term consequences and not front its immediate results. We 
should not ask whether it is more or less directly advantageous for 
contemporary workers than skilful diplomacy, but rather ask our¬ 
selves what will result from the introduction of violence into the 
relations of the proletariat with society. We are not comparing two 
kinds of reformism, but want to know what contemporary violence 
is in relation to future social revolution. 


Many will reproach me for not having given information that might 
be useful with regard to tactics: no formulas, no recipes! What then 
was the use of writing at all? Shrewd people will say that these 
studies arc addressed to men who live outside the realiri« of every¬ 
day life and outside the true movement, that is, outside editors’ 


' The Musee Social was established in 1894. with the specific intrat, trough 
empirical investigation, of Smproving the material and moral condiuons ol ite 
workers’. Funded by the Comte de Chambrun, it was heavily mfluenttd by the 
Le Pby school and counted amongst lU early collaborators both P»^ de Kousiers 
and Paul Bureau. Sorel was a frequent risitor to iu library, which still exists today 

' Th^ect^ du Travail was a late nineteenth-century forerunner of ^ Mi^ 
tire du Travail. Itself established in 190&- h WM pnncipaily responsibk for gather¬ 
ing statistics about labour conditions, 
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officers, parliamentary lobbies and the antechambers of socialist 
financiers. Those who have become scientists by coming into con¬ 
tact with Belgian sociology will accuse me of having a metaphysical 
rather than a scientific turn of mind/ These are opinions which 
scarcely touch me, since I have never paid attention to the views of 
people who think vulgar stupidity the height of wisdom and who 
admire, above all, men who speak and write without thinking. 

Mart was also accused by the grandees of positivism of having 
treated economics metaphysically in Capital^ they were astonished 
‘that he had confined himself to a mere critical analysis of actual 
facts, instead of formulating recipes’,’ This criticism does not seem 
to have moved him very much; moreover, in the preface to his book 
he had warned the reader that he would not determine the social 
position of any country and that he would confine himself to an 
investigation of the laws of capitalist production, ‘the tendencies 
working with iron necessity’.® 

One does not need a great knowledge of history to perceive that 
the mystery of historical development is only intelligible to men 
who are far removed from superficial disturbances: the chroniclers 
and the actors of the drama do not see at all what later on will be 
regarded as fundamental; so that one might formulate this appar¬ 
ently paradoxical rule: ‘If is necessary to be outside in order to see 
the inside.’ When we apply these principles to contemporary events 
one runs the risk of being taken for a metaphysician, but that is of 
no importance because we are not in Brussels, you know.* If we are 


‘ This eipecUti<Ki has already been realized, for in i speech to the Chamber of 
Deputies on 11 May 1907 Jaures. doubtless ironically, called me ‘the metaphys¬ 
ician trf' syndicalism’. , ,1/ , 

’ Kfarll Man. Le Capital (Paris, Librairie du Progr«, 1875], 1, p. 349, col. 2. (IUti 
.Mara, Capital {Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1976). I P- «• The accusation is that 
Marx was unprepared » provide ‘recipes ... for the cook-shops of che future .j 
‘ IM., p. 10. [The quotation in the original English edition reads as ‘these tendenc¬ 
ies working with iron necessity towards inevitable results’; see Capital (New York, 

Charles H, Kerr, lytfo), p. 13.) 

’ Some Belgian comrades have been offended by these irmocent )o 1 l«, which never¬ 
theless I retain here; Belgian socialism is best known in France through Vatwer- 
velde one of the most useless creatures that ever existed, who not being able to 
console himsdf for having been bom in a country too small to give se^ 10 his 
genius, tame to Paris and gave lectures on all kinds of subjects, and who can be 
reproa^d, amongst other things, for having made an enonnous proSt on a very 
anall intellecrual capital I have already said what I think of him m the hinduciion 
a recenamie mtiene, [Paris, Jacques, 1903], PP ‘P”?- 
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dissatisfied with the unsystematic views formed by common sense, 
we must follow methods altogether opposed to those of the sociol¬ 
ogists, who found their reputation amongst stupid people by means 
of dull and confused prattle; we must firmly resolve to disregard 
immediate applications and to think only of elaborating concepts 
and ideas; we must set aside all the favourite preoccupations of the 
politicians. I hope that it will be recognized that I have not broken 
this rule. 

Although thev may lack other qualities, these reflections possess 
a merit that cannot be questioned; it is clear that they are inspired 
by a passionate love of truth. Love of truth is becoming a quite 
rare quality; the members of the Bloc despise it profoundly; official 
socialists regard it as having anarchical tendencies; politicians and 
their hangers-on cannot sufficiently insult the wretched people who 
prefer the truth to the delights of power. But there are still honest 
people in France and it is for (hem alone that I have always written. 

The more I have gained experience the more 1 have recognized 
that in the study of historical questions a passion for truth is worth 
more than the most learned methodologies; it enables one to break 
throu^ conventional wrappings, to penetrate to (he bottom of 
things, and to grasp reality. There has never been a great historian 
who has not been carried away by this passion; and when we look 
at it closely we see that it is this that has given rise to so many 
fruitful intuitions. 


I do not claim to present here everything that can be said about 
violence, and still less to have produced a systematic theory of viol¬ 
ence. 1 have merely reunited and revised a series of articles that 
appeared in an Italian review, II Dwenire sociaUfi which maintains, 
on the other side of the Alps, the good fight against the exploiters 
of popular credulity. These articles have been written without any 


" The last four chapters have been very much more devetoped than they were in 
the Italian text. I have thus tieen able ic give more space to phdos^hi«! wns'd"- 
ations. The Italian articles have been collected together m a book under the title 
U Soopm gtoerale < U VtoUmo {Rome, II Divenire sociale, ™ 

preface bv Enrico Leone. [// Z3.:«.«rr sockU (1905-0) «« «tablished by Ennco 
[..eone (i87J-r940). Sore! was one of its prinapal eontnbutors-| 
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coherent plan; I have not tried to rewrite them because I did not 
know how to set about giving a didactic appearance to such an 
exposition; it even seemed to me better tc preserve their untidy 
arrangement, because in that form they will perhaps more easily 
provoke thought. We should always be careful when approaching a 
little-known subject not to trace its boundaries too rigorously, for 
in this way we run the risk of closing the door to new faas that 
arise from unforeseen circumstances. Time and time again have not 
the theoreticians of socialism beer embarrassed by contemporary 
history? They have constructed mapificent clear-cut and sym¬ 
metrical formulas; but they could not make them fit the facts; rather 
than abandon their theories, they have preferred to declare that the 
most important facts were simple anomalies which science must 
ignore if it is to obtain a real understanding of the whole! 
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I Class struggle and violence 

I. The struggle of poorer groups against rich ones. - The opposition 
of democracy to the division into classes. - Methods of buying social 
peace. - The corporative mind. 

II. Illusions relating to the disappeannce of violence. - The mech¬ 
anisms of conciliation and the encouragement which it gives to stri¬ 
kers. — Influence of fear on social legislation and its consequences. 


I 

Everyone explains that discussions about socialism are exceedingly 
obscure; this obscurity is due, to a large extent, to the fact that 
contemporary socialists use a terminology which no longer corre¬ 
sponds to their ideas. The best known of the people who call them¬ 
selves reformists do not wish to appear to abandoning certain 
phrases which have for a long time served to characterize socialist 
literature. When Bernstein, perceiving the enormous contradiction 
that existed between the language of social democracy and the true 
nature of its activity, urged his German comndes to have the cour¬ 
age to appear to be the way that they were in reality' and to revise 
a doctrine that had become false, there was a universal outcry at his 
audacity; and the reformists were not in the least eager to defend 


Bernstein C<smp3ains of the chicanery and cam th« reigns amongst the social 
democrats; Efduard] Bernstein, Soddimt ihinriipu el soeid-dmtcraiu pnti^ 
(Paris, Stock, 1900I, p. 377. He addresses these words taken from Schiller to social 
democracy; ‘Lei it dare to appear what it is’: p. 238. 
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the old formulas; I remember hearing well-known French socialists 
say that they found it easier to accept the tactics of Millcrand” than 
the theses of Bernstein. 

This idolatry of words plays a significant role in the history of 
all ideologies; the preservation of a Marxist vocabulary by people 
who have become estranged from the thought of Marx constitutes 
a great misfortune for socialism. The expression '’class struggle' is, 
for example, employed in the most improper manner; and until a 
precise meaning has been given to it we must give up all hope of 
providing an accurate account of socialism. 


A. - To most people the class struggle is the principle of mioltsi 
tactics. This means that the socialist party bases its eleaoral suc¬ 
cesses upon the clashing of interests that exists in an acute state 
between certain groups and that, if need be, it would undertake to 
make this hostility more acute; their candidates ask the most numer¬ 
ous and the poorest class to look upon themselves as forming a 
corporation and they offer to become the advocates of this corpor¬ 
ation; thanks to the influence they gain from their position as rep¬ 
resentatives, they promise to seek to improve the lot of the disin¬ 
herited. Thus we are not very far from what happened in the Greek 
city-states: the parliamentary socialists are similar to the dema¬ 
gogues who constantly adled for the annulment of debts and the 
division of landed property, who piled all public taxation upon the 
rich and who invented conspiracies in order to have large fortunes 
confiscated. 'In the democracies where the crowd is above the law,’ 
says Aristotle, ‘the demagogues, by their continual attacks upon the 
rich, always divide the city into two camps. .. The oligarchs should 
abandon all swearing of oaths like those they swear today; for there 
are cities which have taken this oath: “I will be the constant enemy 
of the people and I ■will do them all the evil that lies in my 


‘ Etienne-Atexandre Milkrand (1859-1^43); sodali*' deputy and president of the 
Republic from 1920-4; a leading advoate of reformist socialism m the 
before joining Waldeek-Rousseau’s government of'republican defence m iSgq as 
minister of commera. The first socialist to enter a ‘boorgeois government this 
act was the subject of controversy across Europe, especully as the mimster ot war, 
Gallifet, had particif^ in the repression of the Pans Commune. Mmisienalism 
was subsequently condemned by the Second International and MiUerand was 
expelled from the socialist party. 
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power.” '• Here certainly is a struggle between two classes that is 
as clearly defined as it can be; but it seems to me absurd to assert 
that it was in this way that Mart understood the struggle which, 
according to him, was the essence of socialism. 

1 believe that the authors of the French law of it August 1848 
had their heads full of these classical references when they decreed 
punishment against those who, by speeches and newspaper articles, 
sought ‘to trouble the public peace by stirring up contempt and 
hatred amongst the citizens’. The terrible insurrection of the month 
of June was just over, and it was firmly believed that the victory of 
the Parisian workers would have produced, if not an attempt to put 
communism into practice, at least serious requisitions on the rich 
in favour of the poor; it was hoped that an end could be put to civil 
wars by making it more difficult to propagate doctrines of hatred 
capable of rousing the proletariat against the bourgeoisie. 

Today, parliamentary socialists no longer believe in insurrection; 
if they still sometimes speak of it, it is to give themselves an air of 
importance; they teach that the ballot-box has replaced the gun, but 
the means of acquiring power might have changed without there 
being a change of menul attitude. Electoral literature seems inspired 
by the purist demagogic doctrines: socialism appeals to all the discon¬ 
tented without troubling itself about the place they occupy in the 
world of production; in a society as complex as ours and as subject to 
economic upheavals, there are an enormous number of discontented 
people in all classes; - that is why socialists are often found in pl^es 
where one would least expect to find them. Parliamentary socialism 
speaks as many languages as it has types of clients. It addresses itself 
to workmen, to small employers, to peasants, and, in spite of Engels, 
it aims at reaching farmers;' at times it is patriotic, at others it rants 
against the army. No contradiction is too great — experience having 
shown that it is possible, in the course of an electoral campaigu, to 
group together forces which, according to Marxist conceptions, 
should normally be antagonistic. Besides, cannot a parliamentary 
deputy be of service to electors in every economic situation? 


‘ Aristotle, Folititfue, bk VIII, chapter Vll, 19. [Aristotle, m Potieta. 

(Harmondsworih, Penguin, 1992). bk V, chapter IX.) 

‘ Ffriedrich] Engels, ‘La Question agrjire et le socialisme , translated in U /Mcaw- 
rociaUste [44J, >5 October IQOC, p. 453- h has often been pointed out that 
certain so^ist candidates had separate posters for the town and the country. 
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In the end the term ‘proletariat’ becomes synonymous with the 
oppressed; and there are the oppressed in all classes:^ the German 
socialists have taken a great interest in the princess of Coburg.^ One 
of the most distinguished reformers, Henri Turot, for a tong time 
editor of La Petite RipMique^ and municipal councillor in Paris, 
has written a book on the ‘proletarians of love’, by which title he 
designates the lowest class of prostitutes. If one day they give the 
right to vote to women he will doubtless be called upon to draw up 
a statement of the aims of this special proletariat. 


B. - Contemporary democracy in France finds itself somewhat 
bewildered by the tactics of class struggle, this explains why parlia¬ 
mentary socialism does not mingle with the main body of the parties 
of the extreme Left, 

In order to understand this situation we must remember the 
important part played by the revolutionary wars in our history; 
an enormous number of our political ideas originated in war, war 
presupposes the union of national forces against the enemy and 
our French historians have always severely criticized those insur¬ 
rections which hampered the defence of the homeland. It seems 
that our democracy is harder on its rebels than monarchies are, 
the Vendeens'’ are still denounced daily as infamous traitors. .^1 
of the articles published by Clemenceau' to combat the ideas of 


‘ Hampered by ihe monopoly of the licensed stockbrokers, the other brokers of the 
Stock Exchange are thus Jnaneial pnleiamns, and amongst them more than one 

socialist admirer of Jiures can be found. 

’ The sodalist deputy Suddtum, the btit-iresud man in Brrim, played a large 
in the abduction of the princess of Coburg; let us hope that be had no hnanoal 
interest in this At the time he represented Jauris’ newspaper in Berlin. 

‘ Hfenrij Turot was for some considerable time one of the editors of Ae natiOTalist 
newspaper L'Ecleir, and of La Petiu Ripuhtiqiu ai the same tune. WIito 
J udet [:85 i-im 3] took over management of L'Edair he dismissed his socialist 
contributor. 

’ The counter-revolutionary rebellion in the Vendee, which began in M^ch iioj, 
was the roost significart of the internal revolts directed against the Revolutimi. Its 
represMcm was charaaetized by the indiscriminate slaughter of the popuUtiOB o( 

■ G^'^‘’aetnen«au (1841-19*9); Radical-Soriabst deputy and joun^lis^ ^e of 
the dominant poUtial figures of the Third Republic, Farnous for h.s statement 
that ‘the Revolution is a bloc’, it was also Clemenceau who led the j^alisOc 
campaign to secure the release of Dreyfus. He was later prime minister dunng the 
First World War. 
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Herve'' are inspired by the purest revolutionary tradition, and he 
clearly says so himself: ‘I stand by and shall always stand by the 
old-fashioned patriotism of our fathers of the Revolution’, and 
he scoffs at the people who would ‘suppress international wars 
in order to hand us over in peace to the pleasures of civil mi 
{L’Aurore, 12 May 1505). 

For some considerable time the republicans denied that there was 
a struggle between the classes in France; they had such a horror of 
revolt that they would not recognize the facts. Judging alt things 
from the abstract point of view of the Declaration des droits de 
rhomtne. they said that the legislation of 1789 had been created in 
order to abolish all distinction of class in law; it was for this reason 
that they were opposed to proposals for social legislation which, 
almost always, reintroduced the idea of class and distinguished cer¬ 
tain groups of citizens as being unfitted for the use ofliberty. ‘The 
Revolution was supposed to have suppressed classes,' wrote a sad 
Joseph Reinach in Le Matm of 19 April 1895; ‘but they spring up 
again at every step ... It is necessary to point out these aggressive 
returns of the past, but they must not be allowed to pass unchal¬ 
lenged; they must be resisted.’ 

Electoral dealings have led many republicans to recognize that the 
socialists obtain great successes by using the passions of jealousy, of 
deception or of hate which exist in the world; then they became 
aware of the class struggle and many have burrowed the jargon 
of the parliamentary socialists; in this way the party that is called 
Radical-Socialist was bom. Oemenceau ever asserts that he knows 
moderates who became socialists overnight: ‘In France’, he said, the 
socialists that 1 know* are excellent radicals who, linking that social 
reforms do not advance quickly enough to please them, argue that 
it is good ucrics to claim the greater in order to get the less. How 


’ Jfoseph] Rcinach, Demagogua tl Social,siis [Paris, Chailley, 1896], p. 198. 

' Ckineaceau knows all the socblists in parliamenl very well and from long 


experience. 

^ Gusuve Herve {1871-1944); leading antimiliurist campaigner in the years prior 
articles led to his trial in looi m whit became known 


Gusuve Herve {1871-1944); antimiliunst campaigner m me years p..m 

to 1914. His inflammatory articles led to his trial m 1901 m what became known 
as ‘I’aflaire Herve'. Acquitted, he was nevenheless impnsone^for 
1905 for distributing antimiliurisi materia) t ^ 


1005 for distributing antimiliurisi matenaJ to army recruits. WTien released the 
f^iowing year, he established U Gatrre wria/r, further increasing the populanp 
of 'Herveisme' in the socialist movemeni. Nevertheless, m 1914 he rallied W the 
defence of the Republic and immediately renamed his )0urnal U Vtcmt. 
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many names and how many secret avowals I could quote to support 
what I say! But that would be useless, for nothing is less mysterious’ 
(L'Aurore, 14 August 1905). 

Leon Bourgeois' - who was not willing to sacrifice himself com¬ 
pletely to the new methods and who, perhaps because of this, left 
the Chamber of Deputies for the Senate - said, at the congress of 
his party in July 1905; ‘The class struggle is a fact, but it is a cruel 
fact. I do not believe that it is by prolonging it that the solution of 
the problem will be attained; I believe that the solution rather lies 
in its suppression, in making all men consider themselves as part¬ 
ners in the same work.’ It would therefore seem to be a question of 
creating social peace by legislation, in showing to the poor that the 
government has no greater concern than to improve their lot and 
by imposing the necessary sacrifices upon people who possess a 
fortune judged to be too great for the harmony of the classes. 

Capitalist society is so rich, and the future appears to it in such 
optimistic colours, that it endures the most frightful burdens with¬ 
out complaining overmuch: in America politicians waste large 
amounts of taxation shamelessly; in Europe military preparation 
consumes sums that increase every year;’ social peace might very 
well be bought by a few additional sacrifices.'® Experience shows 
that the bourgeoisie allows itself to be plundered quite easily, pro¬ 
vided that a little pressure is brought to bear and that they are 
intimidated by the fear of revolution: the party which can most 
skilfully manipulate the spectre of revolution will possess the future; 
this is what the Radical party is beginning to understand, but how¬ 
ever clever its clowns may be, it will have some difficulty in finding 


“ At the conference in The Hague the German delegate declared that his wuntty 
bore the expense of the armed peace with ease; I>oti Bourgeois held that France 
bore ‘as lightly the personal and financial obligations that national defence imposed 
upon Its citieens’. Chlarles] Guieysse, who cites this speech, thinks that the tsar 
has asked for a limitation of military expenditure because Russia w« not yet nch 
enough to maintain herself at the level of the great capitalist countries: U France 
el la paix armie [Pans, Pages Libres, 1905), p. 45 c . c ■ ,k,. 

That is why Briand, on 9 June 1907, told his consntuents at Samt-Etienne that 
the Republic had made a sacred pledge to the workers about old-age pensions. 

' Lfen Bourgeois Uisi-imY, politician and prime raitnster between ,'895-6; >[> 
his La Solidanlf (1896). 1’= 

sought to highlight the social obligations of the rich to the poor, and accordingly 
advocated 1 programnie of sodal reform and progressive taxation. 
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anj who can dazzle the big Jewish bankers as well as do Jaures and 
his friends. 

C. - Syndicalist organization gives a third value to The class strug¬ 
gle. In each branch of industry, employers and workmen form 
antagonistic groups which have continual discussions, which nego¬ 
tiate and make agreements. Socialism brings along its terminology 
of social struggle and thus complicates conflicts that might have 
remained of a purely private order; corporative cxciusivism, which 
so resembles the sense of belonging to a locality or to a race, is thus 
consolidated, and those who represent it like to think that they 
are accomplishing a higher duty and are doing excellent work for 
socialism. 

It is well known that the litigants who are strangers in a town are 
generally very badly treated by the judges of the commercial courts 
sitting there because they try to give judgements in favour of their 
fellow townspeople. Railway companies pay fantastic prices for land 
the value of which is fixed by juries recruited from among the 
neighbouring landowners. I have seen Italian sailors overwhelmed 
wiA fines for alleged infractions of the law by fishing arbitrators 
with whom they had come to compete on the strength of ancient 
treaties. - Many workers are in the same way inclined to assert that 
in all their disputes with the employers the worker has morality and 
justice on his side; 1 have heard the secretary of a syndicate so fanati¬ 
cally reformist that he denied the oratorical talent of Guesde,*^ 
declare that no one had class feeling so stiwigly developed as he 
had, - because he argued in the way I have just indicated, - and he 
concluded that the revolutionaries did not possess a monopoly of 
the right conception of class struggle. 

It is understandable that many people have considered this 
corporative spirit as no better than parochialism and that they have 
tried to destroy it by employing methods very analogous to those 
which have so much weakened the jealousies which formerly existed 
in France between the provinces. A more general culture and 
the intennixing with people of another region rapidly destroy 

' Mathitu Bazile (‘Jules’) Guesde (1845-1922); .Mawist and founder of the 

Ouvrier Francais; as an ardent campaigner for sociiiiMn, he was famous for his 

oratorical skills both in parlkmeot and the country at large, regularly tourinj 

France and speaking to vast audiences. 
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provincialism: by frequently bringing the important men of the syn- 
dicats into contact with the employers and by providing them with 
opportunities to take part in discussions of a general nature in joint 
commissions, would it not be possible to destroy the corporative 
feeling? - Experience shows that this is possible. 


II 


The efforts which have been made to remove the causes of hostility 
which exist in modem society have undoubtedly had some effect, - 
although the peacemakers may be much deceived about the extent 
of their work. By showing a few officials of the syndicals that the 
members of the bourgeoisie are not such terrible men as they had 
believed, by overwhelming them with politeness in commissions set 
up in ministerial offices or at the Musee Social, and by giving them 
the impression that there is a natural and repuhlican equity above 
class prejudices and hatreds, it has been possible to change the atti¬ 
tude of a few revolutionaries." A great confusion in the mind of 
the working classes was caused by the conversion of a few of their 
old leaders; the former enthusiasm of more than one socialist has 
given way to discouragement; many workers have wondered 
whether trade union organization was becoming a kind of politics, 
a means of personal advancement. 

But simultaneously with this development, which filled the heart 
of the peacemakers with joy, there was a recrudescence of the revol¬ 
utionary spirit in a large section of the proletariat. Since the govern¬ 
ments of the Republic and the philanthropists have taken it into 
their heads to exterminate socialism by developing social legislation 
and by moderating the resistance of the employers in strikes, it has 
been observed, more than once, that the conflicts have become more 
acute than formerly.’^ This is frequently explained by saying that it 


" When it comes to social buffoonery there are very few new things under ihe sun. 
Aristotle has already laid down the rules of social peace; he said that the dema¬ 
gogues ‘should in their harangues appear lo be concerned only with ^ interests 
of the rich, just as in oligarchies the government should only seem to have in new 
the interests of the people’ [Aristotle, Pdlilifue'. AnslOtle, The Pojitus, bk V, ch^ 
ler IX). That is a texl which should be inscribed on the door of the offices ol the 
Direction du Travail. _ , 

'• Cf Gfeoiges] Sore!, /jucfMUJoiti sociair {diU'ecorumii contmpormea (raienuo, 
Sandron, too?)], p. 343. [See SocUl FouMom ofConkmpmfy DwwmiH (New 
Brunswick, NJ, Transaction Books, 1984), p. 285]. 
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is only an accident imputable to the bid old ways; people like to 
delude themselves with the hope that everything will be perfectly 
fine on the day when manufacturers have a better sense of the prac¬ 
tices of social peace.'’ I believe, on the contrary, that we are in 
the presence of a phenomenon that flows quite naturally from the 
conditions in which this alleged pacification is carried out. 

I observe, first of all, that the theories and actions of the peace¬ 
makers are founded on the notion of duty and that duty is some¬ 
thing entirely indeterminate — whilst law seeks rigid definition. This 
difference is due to the fact that the latter finds a real basis in the 
economics of production, while the former is founded on sentiments 
of resignation, goodness and sacrifice: and who can judge whether 
someone who submits to duty has been sufficiently resigned, good 
and self-sacrificing? The Christian is convinced that he will never 
succeed in doing all that the Gospel demands of him; when he is 
free from all economic ties (in a monastery) he invents all sorts of 
pious obligations, so that he may bring his life nearer to that of 
Christ, who loved men to the point that He accepted such an 
ignominious fate that they might be redeemed. 

In the economic world, everyone limits his duty according to his 
unwillingness to give up certain profits; if the employer is always 
convinced that he has done his duty, the worker will be of the 
contrary opinion, and no argument could settle the matter: the first 
will believe that he has been heroic, and the second will treat this 
supposed heroism as shameful exploitation. 

For our great high priests of duty, the contract to work is not a 
form of sale; nothing is so simple as a sale; nobody troubles himself 
to find out whether the grocer or the customer is right when they 
agree on the price of cheese; the customer goes where he can buy 
at the best price and the grocer is obliged to change his prices when 
his customers leave him. But when a strike takes place it is quite 
another thing: all the well-intentioned people, the men of progress 
and the friends of the Republic, begin to discuss the question of 

In his speech of ii Mav 1907 Jsares aid that nowhere had there been such 
violence as there was in England during the period when both the employers and 
the government refused 10 recognize rhe trade unions. 'They have pven way; 
there is now vigorous and strong action, which is at the same time legal, firm and 
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which of the two parties is in the right: to be in ike nghl is to have 
fiilfilled one's whole social duly. Le Play has given much advice on 
the means of organizing labour with a view to the strict observance 
of duty; but he a)uld not fix the extent of the mutual observations 
involved; he put his faith in the discretion of each party, a proper 
sense of place in the social hierarchy, and the master’s intelligent 
estimation of the real needs of the workman.’' 

The employers generally agree to discuss disputes on these lines; 
to the demands of the workers they reply that they have already 
reached the limit of possible concessions - while the philanthropists 
wonder whether the selling price will not allow a slight increase in 
wages. Such a discussion presupposes that it is possible to ascertain 
the exact extent of social duty and what sacrifices an employer must 
continue to make in order to maintain kts position', as there is no 
reasoning capable of resolving such a problem, the wise men suggest 
recourse to arbitration; Rabelais' would have suggested recourse to 
the chance of dice. When the strike is important, parliamentary 
deputies loudly call for an enquiry, with the object of discovering 
if the leaders of industry are properly fulfilling their duties as good 
masters. 

Results are achieved in this way, which nevertheless seem so 
absurd, because, on the one hand, the large employers have been 
brought up with civic, philanthropic and religious ideas,and, on 
the other, because they cannot show themselves too stubborn when 
certain ±ings are demanded by people occupying high positions in 
the country. Conciliators suke their pride on succeeding and they 
would be extremely offended if industrial leaders prevented them 
from making social peace. The workers are in a more favourable 
position because the prestige of the peacemakers is much less 
amongst them than with the capitalists; the latter therefore give way 
much more easily than the workers in letting the well intentioned 
have the glory for ending the conflict, It is noticeable that these 
methods only rarely succeed when the matter is in the hands of 

Ffrtderic] Le Play, L'Oriamatm du travail [Paris, Denm, 1870], chap. II, [sec- 

" About tend to maintain the sentiments of moderation set [Sorel,] 

Inugnamnii sociali. Part 3. chap. V. [See Sorel, Social Founiauons, pp. a*9-991 

' Franyois Rabelais (c. i«4-'553); w^tet; best known for Pantagnul tt Garganm. 
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former workers who have become rich; literary, moral or sociologi¬ 
cal considerations have very little effect upon people born outside 
the ranks of the bourgeoisie. 

The people who are called upon to intervene in disputes in this 
way are misled by what they have seen of certain secretaries of the 
syndicais^ whom they find much less intransigent than they expected 
and who seem to them ready to understand the idea of social peace. 
In the course of arbitration meetings more than one revolutionary 
has shown that he aspires to become a member of the lower middle 
class, and there are many intelligent people who imagine that social¬ 
ist and revolutionary conceptions are only an accident that might 
be avoided by establishing better relations between the classes. They 
believe that the working-class world understands the economy 
entirely from the standpoint of duty and is persuaded that harmony 
would be established if a better social education were given to 
citizens. 

Let us see what influences are behind the other movement that 
tends to make conflict more acute. 

The workers quickly perceive that the activity of conciliation and 
arbitration rests upon no economico-juridical foundation and their 
tactics have been conducted - instinctively, perhaps - in accordance 
with this fact. Since the feelings and, above all, the pride of the 
peacemakers are in question, a strong appeal must be made to their 
imaginations and they must be given the idea that they have to 
accomplish a titanic task; demands are therefore piled up, figures 
fixed in a haphazard way, and no one worries about exaggerating 
them; often the success of a strike depends on the cleverness with 
which a member of a syndicat (who thoroughly understands the 
spirit of social diplomacy) has been able to introduce demands which 
are in themselves very minor but which are capable of giving the 
impression that the employers are not fulfilling their social duty 
Upon many occasions writers who concern themselves with these 
questions have been surprised that several days elapse before the 
strikers have settled what exactly they have to demand, and that, in 
the end, demands are put forward that had not been mentioned in 
the course of the previous discussions. This is easily understood 
when we consider the bizarre conditions under which the discussion 
of the interested parties is carried on. 
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I am amazed that there arc no professional observers of strikes 
who would not undertake to draw up lists of the workers’ demands; 
they would obtain all the more success in conciliation councils as 
they would not let themselves be dazzled by fine words as easily as 
the workers' delegates. 

When everything is over there is no shortage of workers who do 
not forget that the employers had at first declared that no concession 
was possible: they are thus led to believe that the employers are 
either ignorant or liars; these are not consequences conducive to the 
development of social peacel 

So long as the workers submitted without protest to the authority 
of the employers, they believed that the will of their masters was 
completely dominated by economic necessities; after the strike they 
realize that this necessity is not of a very rigid kind and that, if 
energetic pressure from below is brought to bear upon the will of 
the master, a way will then be found to escape the pretended fetters 
of the economy; thus (within practical limits) capitalism appears to 
the workers to be unfettered and they reason as if this was entirely 
the case. What in their eyes restrains this liberty is not the necessity 
that arises from competition but the ignorance of the captains of 
industry. In this way is introduced the notion of the inexhaustibility 
of production, which is one of the axioms of the theory of class 
struggle in the socialism of Marx.” 

Why then speak of social duty? Duty has meaning in a society in 
which all the parts are intimately connected with one another; but 
if capitalism is inexhaustible, solidarity is no longer founded upon 
the economy and the workers think they would be dupes if they did 
not demand all that they could obtain; they look upon the employer 
as an adversary with whom one comes to terms after a war. Social 
duty no more exists than does intemanonal duty. 

These ideas are, I admit, a little confused in many minds; but 
they exist in a far more substantial way than the supporters of social 
peace imagine; the latter are concent with appearances and never 

The French law of 27 December 18g2 seems lo have foreseen this possibility; it 
stipulates that the delegates on conciliation boards should be chosen among the 
interested parties; it thus keeps out those professionals whose presence would 
render prearious the prestige of ihe authorities and of the philanthropists. 

Soref. Ittsignameoli lonali, p. JQO. [See Sorel, Social Foitnialiora, p. 321.] 
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penetrate to the hidden roots that sustain the present tendencies of 
socialism. 

Before passing to othw considerations, we must note that our 
Latin countries present a great obstacle to the formation of social 
peace; the classes are more sharply separated by external character¬ 
istics than they are in Saxon countries; these differences greatly 
embarrass the leaders of syndicats when they abandon their former 
manners and take up a position in the official or philanthropic 
world:'* this world has welcomed them with great pleasure ever 
since it has been understood that the tactic of gradually trans¬ 
forming union officials into members of the middle class can pro¬ 
duce excellent results; but their comrades distrust them. In France 
this distrust has become much more strong since the entry of a 
significant number of anarchists into the syndicalist movement, 
because the anarchist has a horror of everything that recalls the 
activities of jjoliticians - devoured by the desire to climb into the 
upper classes of society and already having the capitalist spirit when 
they were still poor.” 

Social pwlicy has introduced new elements which must now be taken 
into account. First of all, we can observe dial today the workers 
count in the world in the same way as the different productive 
groups that demand to be protected; they must be treated with the 
same care as wine producers or sugar manufacturers.*® There is 
nothing settled about protectionism; the custom duties are fixed so 

'* Everyone who has seen trade union leaders close up is struck by the Mtreme 
difFerence which exists between France and England from this point of vie*; the 
leaders of the English trade unions rapidly become gentlemen without anyone 
blamin g them for it {P[aul) de Rousiers, Le Truk-uniomme tn Angleum [Paris, 
Colin, 1897I, pp. 309 and 322). Whilst correcting these proofs t read an arncle by 
Jacques Bardaux, pointing out that a carpenter and a miner had been made knighu 
by Edward VII {La Dibats, 16 December 1907). 

” Some years ago Arsine Dumont invented the term ‘social capillarity ro «xpre« 
the slow ascent of classes. If syndicalism followed the guidance of the peacemakers 
it would be a powerful agent of social capillarity. 

" It has often been pointed out that the workers’ organiMtioo in Enpard IS a simple 
uniwi of interests, for the purpose of immediate material advantages. Swne amters 
are very pleased with this sinuiLon because, quite rightly, they see it as u obsiaeb 
to sociiist propaganda. Anneymg the senalisls, even at a cost to economic progress 
and to the aafcty of the culture of the future, lhat is the great aim of certain great 
idealists of the philanthropic bourgeoisie. 
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as to satisfy the desires of very influential people who wish to 
increase their incomes; social policy proceeds in the same manner. 
The protectionist government claims to have knowledge which 
enables it to measure what should be granted to each group, so as 
to defend the producers without injuring the consumers; similarly, 
it is declared that social policy will take into consideration the inter¬ 
ests of both the employers and the workers, 

Few people, outside the faculties of law, are so naive as to believe 
that the State can carry out such a programme; in fact, members of 
parliament resolve partially to satisfy the interests of those who are 
most influential in elections without provoking too-iively protests 
from the people who are sacrificed. Tterc is no other rule than the 
true or presumed interest of the electors: every day the customs 
commission alters its tariffs and it declares that it will not stop 
altering them until it succeeds in securing prices which it considers 
remunerative to the people for whom it has undertaken the part of 
providence; it keeps a watchful eye on the operations of importers; 
every lowering of price attracts its attention and provokes enquiries 
designed to discover if it is not possible to raise values artificially. 
Social policy operates in exactly the same way: on 27 June 1905 the 
proposer of a law regulating the hours of work in the mines told 
the Chamber of Deputies: ‘Should the application of the law give 
rise to disappointment amongst the workers, a>e have undertaken to 
bring forward a new bill without delay.’ This worthy man spoke 
exactly like the proposer of an import tariff law. 

There are plenty of workmen who understand perfectly well that 
all the rubbish of parliamentary literature only serves to di^ise 
the true motives which guide the government. The protectionists 
succeed by subsidizing a few important party leaders or by financing 
newspapers which support the policies of these leaders; the workers 
have no money but they have at their disposal a far more effective 
means of action - they can inspire fear, and for several years they 
have not denied themselves this expedient. 

At the time of the discussion of the law regulating labour in the 
mines, the question of threats addressed to the government arose 
several times: on s February 1902, the president of the commission 
told the Chamber that those in power had lent ‘an attentive ear to 
clamourings from without, {that they had been] inspired by the 
sentiment of benevolent generosity by allowing themselves to be 
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moved, despite the tone in tfhich they were couched, by the demands 
of the workers and the long cry of suffering of the miners’. A little 
later he added; ‘We have accomplished a work of social justice ... 
a work of benevolence also, in going lo those who toil and who 
suffer like friends solely desirous of working in peace and under 
honourable conditions, and we must not, by a brutal and too egotis¬ 
tic refusal to unbend, allow them to follow impulses which, while 
not actual revolts, would have as many victims,’ All these confused 
phrases served to hide the terrible fear that gripped this grotesque 
deputy.” In the sitting of 6 November 1905, in the Senate the 
minister declared that the government was not willing to give way 
to threats but that it was necessary to open not only ears and mind 
but also the heart to ‘respectful demands’!!); a good deal of water 
had passed under the bridge since the day when the government 
had promised to pass the law under the threat of a general strike.” 

I could choose other examples lo show that the most decisive 
factor in social politics is the cowardice of the government. This 
was shown in the plainest possible way in the recent discussions on 
the closure of employment offices and on the law which sent to the 
civil courts appeals against the decisions of the arbitrators in indus¬ 
trial disputes. Nearly all the leaders of the syndicats know how to 
make excellent use of this situation and they teach the workers that 
it is not a question of demanding favours but that they must profit 
from bourgeois cowardice to impose the will of the proletariat. There 
is too much evidence in support of these tactics for them not to 
take root in the world of the working class. 

One of the things which appears to me to have most astonished the 
workers during the last few years has been the timidity of the forces 
of law and order in the presence of a riot; the magistrates who have 
the right to demand the services of soldiers dare not use their power 
to the utmost, whilst officers allow themselves to be abused and 


" This imbecile has become minister of commerce. AH his speeches OT this question 
are full of nonsense; he was a doctor of the insane and perhaps has been influenced 
bv the logic and the language of his clients. ... . 

“ Ue minister declared that he was creating‘real democracy and ^atitwasdema- 

BKCV‘to aive way to external pressure, to haughty sutiinionses whi<A, for themos 
part, are Mly higher bids and baits addressed to die credulity of people whose 
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struck with a patience hitherto unknown in thcrn, It has hecome 
more and more evident every day that working-class violence in 
strikes possesses an extraordinary efficacy: prefects, fearing that 
they may be obliged to use legal force against insurrectionary viol¬ 
ence, bring pressure to bear on employers in order to compel them 
to give way; the safety of factories is now looked upon as a favour 
which the prefect can dispense as he pleases; consequently, he 
arranges the use of his police so as to intimidate the two parties and 
to bring them skilfully to an agreement. 

It did not take much time for leaders of the syndteats to grasp 
this situation, and it must be admitted that they have used the 
weapon that has been put into their hands with great skill. They 
endeavour to intimidate the prefects by popular demonstrations, 
which have the potential for serious conflict with the police, and 
they commend riotous behaviour as the most elective way of 
obtaining concessions. It is rare that, after a certain time, the admin- 
istration, itself worried and frightened, does not seek to influence 
the leaders of industry and to impose an agreement upon them, 
which becomes an encouragement for the propagandists of violence. 

Whether we approve or condemn what is called the direct and 
revolutionary method, it is clear that it is not about to disappear; in 
a country as warlike as France there are profound reasons that 
would assure a considerable popularity for this method, even if its 
enormous efficacy had not been demonstrated by so many examples. 
This is the great social fact of the present hour and we must seek 
to understand its significance. 

I cannot refrain from noting here a reflection made by Qemenceau 
with regard to our relations with Germany and that applies equally 
well to social conflicts when they take on a violent aspect (which 
seems likely to become more and more general in proportion as a 
cowardly bourgeoisie continues to pursue the dream of social peace): 
‘There is no better means’, he said, ‘[than the policy of perpetual 
concessions] for making the opposite party ask for more and more. 
Every man or every power, whose action consists solely m surren¬ 
der, an only finish by self-annihilation. Everything that lives 
resists; that which does not resist allows itself to be cut up piece¬ 
meal’ [L’Aurore, 15 August 1905). 

A social policy based upon bourgeois cowardice, which consists 
in always surrendenng before the threat of violence, cannot fail to 
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engender the idea that the bourgeoisie is condemned to death and 
that its disappearance is only a matter of time. Every conflict which 
gives rise to violence thus becomes a vanguard fight, and no one 
can foresee what will come out of such skirmishes; the great battle 
never materializes, but each time that they come to blows the stri¬ 
kers hope that it is the beginning of the great Napoleonic battle (the 
one that will crush the vanquished definitively); in this way, the 
practice of strikes engenders the notion of the catastrophic 
revolution. 

A keen observer of the contemporary working-class movement 
has expressed the same ideas: ‘They, like their ancestors (the French 
revolutionaries], are for struggle, for conquest; through force they 
desire to accomplish great works. Only the war of conquest interests 
them no longer. Instead of thinking of battles, they now think of 
strikes; instead of setting up their ideal as a battle against the armies 
of Europe, they now set it up as the general strike in which the 
capitalist regime will be destroyed.’*'' 

The theorists of social peace shut their eyes to these embarrassing 
facts; they are doubtless ashamed to admit their cowardice, just as 
the government is asha'med to admit that its social politics are car¬ 
ried out under the threat of disturbances. It is curious that people 
who boast of having read Le Play have not observed that his concep¬ 
tion of the conditions of social peace was very different from that 
of his stupid successors. He supposed the existence of a bourgeoisie 
of serious moral habits, imbued with the feelings of its own dignity 
and having the energy necessary to govern the country without 
recourse to the old traditional bureaucracy. To these men, who pos¬ 
sessed both riches and power, he aspired to teach social duty towards 
their subjects. His system presumed an undisputed authority; it is 
well known that he deplored the licence of the press under Napo¬ 
leon III as scandalous and dangerous; his reflections on this subject 
seem somewhat amusing to those who compare the newspapers of 
that time to those of today.'* Nobody in his day would have believed 


Guieysse, [ia/''•a'lccl. P 125 ,, ,, 

Speaking of the elections of 1869, he said lhai there had been violejiCK of lan¬ 
guage which France had not heard before, even in The worst days of the Revo - 
utioti’ LVrianisaUon h (ravml [Paris. Dentu, 1871]. 3rd edn, p. 340^Obviously 
he had in rrind the Revolution of 1848. In 1873. he declared lhat the emperor 
could not congratulate himself on having ahrogateil the system of restramt on me 
press before having reformed the morals of the country: La Rbfirme locialt en 
France (Tours, Mame, 1874I, S'b 1^' P 3-S& 
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chat a great country would accept peace at any price; his point of 
view on this matter did not differ greatly from that of Clemenceau. 
He would never have admitted that one could have the weakness 
and hypocrisy to disguise the cowardice of a bourgeoisie incapable 
of defending itself with the name of social duty. 

The cowardice of the bourgeoisie strongly resembles that of the 
English Liberal Party, which constantly proclaims its total confi¬ 
dence in arbitration between nations; arbitration nearly always pro¬ 
duces disastrous results for England.^' Bur these wise men prefer to 
pay out, or even to compromise the future of their country, rather 
than face the horrors of war. The English Liberal Party has always 
the word justice on its lips, exactly like our bourgeoisie; we might 
very well ask ourselves if all the high rnorality of our great contem¬ 
porary thinkers is not founded on a degradation of the sentiment of 
honour. 


“ fSir Henry] Sumner Maine li8aa-88] observed a long while that it was Eng¬ 
land’s &te 10 have advocates who aroused little sympathy (if DroU mlfounonal, 
French trans., [Paris. Thorin, 1890], p.a79)- [See huermiumiii LawlUisioti, J. 
Murray, iM-1 humiliating flieir wuniry 

they will rouse more sympathy for ihemselves; this is not proven. 
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II The decadence of the bourgeoisie and 
violence 


I . Parliamentarians who have to inspire fear. - Parnell’s methods. — 
Casuistry; fundamental identity of the parliamentary socialist 
groups. 

II. Degeneration of the bourgeoisie brought about by peace. - 
Marx’s conceptions of necessity. - Part played by violence in the 
restoration of former social relationships. 

III. Relation between revolution and economic prosperity. — The 
French Revolution. - The Christian conquest. - Invasion of the 
barbarians. - Dangers that threaten the world. 


1 

It is very difficult to understand proletarian violence as long as we 
try to think in terms of the ideas disseminated by bourgeois philos¬ 
ophy; according to this philosophy, violence is a relic of barbarism 
which is bound to disappear under the progress of enlightenment. 
It is therefore quite natural that Jaures, who has been brought up 
on bourgeois ideology, should have a profound contempt for the 
people who praise proletarian violence; he is astonished to see edu¬ 
cated socialists in agreement with the syndicalists; he wonders by 
what extraordinary act of bad faith men who have proved them¬ 
selves thinkers can accumulate sophisms in order to give the appear¬ 
ance of reason to the dreums of stupid people wko are incapable of 
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thoughi.' This question greatly worries the friends of Jaures, who 
are only too willing to treat the representatives of the new school as 
demagogues and to accuse them of seeking the applause of the 
impulsive masses. 

Parliamentary socialists cannot understand the ends pursued by 
the new school; they imagine that ultimately all socialism can be 
reduced to the means of getting into power, Is it possible that they 
think that the followers of the new school wish to make a higher bid 
for the confidence of simple electors and cheat the socialists of the 
seats provided for them? Again, the apology for violence might have 
the very unfortunate result of disgusting the workers with electoral 
politics, and this would tend to reduce the chances of socialist can¬ 
didates by multiplying the number of abstentions from voting! ‘Do 
you wish to revive civil war?’ they ask. To our great statesmen this 
seenns insane. 

Gvil war has become very difficult since the discovery of new 
firearms and since the cutting of rectilinear streets in our capita! 
cities.^ The recent events in Russia seem even to have shown that 
governments can count much more than was supposed on the 
energy of their officers; nearly all French politicians had predicted 
the imminent fall of tsarism at the time of the defeats in Manchuria, 
but the Russian army, in the presence of rioting, did not display 
the weakness shown by the French army during our revolutions; 
nearly everywhere, repression was rapid, effective and even merci¬ 
less. The discussions which took place at the congress of social 
democrats at Jena show that the parliamentary socialists no longer 
count upon an armed struggle to take possession of the State. 

Does that mean that they are completely opposed to violence? It 
would not be in their interest for the people to remain completely 
calm; a certain amount of agitation suits them, but it must he 
within well-defined limits and controlled by politicians. When he 
considers it useful for his purposes, Jaui^s makes advances to the 


' This is ippareniiy the way in which the ptoleUrian movement is spoken of in the 
world of refined socialism. l „ 

= Cf the reflections of EngeU in the preface to the new edition of amete by 
which he published in 1895 under the title of The Class Sct^Us m 
iSaS to iSso. This preface is missing from the French translation. In me Uetman 
edition a passage has been left out, the social democranc leaders considering cer¬ 
tain phrases of Engels not sufficiently politic- 
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Confederation Generale du Travail;^ sometimes he instructs his 
peaceable clerks to hll his paper with revolutionary phrases; he is 
past master in the art of utilizing popular anger. Unrest, cleverly 
channelled, is extremely useful lo parliamentary socialists, who 
boast to the government and to the rich bourgeoisie of their ability 
to moderate revolution; they can thus arrange the success of finan¬ 
cial affairs in which they are interested, obtain minor favours for 
many influential electors, and get social laws voted in order to 
appear important in the eyes of simpletons who imagine that these 
socialists are great reformers of the law. For this to succeed there 
must always be a certain amount of agitation and the boui^is 
must always be kept in a state of fear. 


It is conceivable that a regular system of diplomacy might be estab¬ 
lished between the socialist party and the State each time an econ* 
oniic conftict arises; ls>o powers would settle the sprafk; difference. 
In Germany, the government enters into negotiations with the 
Church every time that the clergy stand in the way of the adminis¬ 
tration. Socialists have even been urged to imitate Parnell,’ who so 
often found a means of imposing his will on England. This resem¬ 
blance with Parnell is all the greater in that his authority did not 
rest only on the number of votes at his disptosal, but mainly upon 
the terror that every Englishman felt at the merest announcement 
of agrarian troubles in Ireland. A few acts of violence, contro^ by 
a parliamentary group, were very useful to Pamellian policy, just as 
they are also useful to the policy of Jaures. In both cases, a parlia¬ 
mentary group sells peace of mind to the conservatives, who do not 
dare use the force they comnumd. 

This kind of democracy is difficult to conduct, and after the death 
of Parnell the Irish do not seem to have continued it with the same 
success as in his time. In France, it presents a particular difficulty 
because in perhaps no other country are the workers as difficult to 
direct: it is easy enough to arouse popular anger, but it is not easy 


According to the necesMtics of the moment, he is either for o 
strike. According to some, he voted for the ftneta! strike 
Congress ia 190c; according to others, he abstained. 


against the general 
II the Interaationai 


■ Q..rln S«w«i Pm.li (iS.IHik W-li r.tlon.li.i ladw; 
tSSs, which left the Irish natienalists holding the balance of power, he exercisetf 
considerable politial influence. 
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to stifle it. As long as there are no very rich and strongly centralized 
syndkats, whose leaders are in continuous contact with politicians,' 
it will be impossible to know exactly to what lengths violence will 
go. Jaur^ would very much like to sec the existence of such associ¬ 
ations of workers, for the day when the general public perceives 
that he is not in a position to moderate revolution his prestige will 
vanish in an instant. 

Everything becomes a matter of valuation, estimation and oppor¬ 
tunism; much skill, tact and calm audacity are necessary to carry 
out such diplomacy; to make the workers believe that you arc carry¬ 
ing the flag of revolution, the bourgeoisie that you are holding back 
the danger which threatens them, and the country that you rep¬ 
resent an irresistible current of opinion. The great mass of electors 
understands nothing of what happens in politics and has no grasp 
of economic history; they are on the side of those who seem to 
possess power and you can obtain everything you wish from them 
when you can prove that you are strong enoi^h to make the govern¬ 
ment capitulate. But you must not go too far, because the bour¬ 
geoisie might wake up and the country might give itself over to a 
resolutely conservative statesman. A proletarian viol^ce that 
escapes all valuation, estimation and opportunism may jeopardise 
everything and ruin socialist diplomacy. 

This diplomacy is played at all levels: with the government, with 
the leaders of parliamentary gtoups, and with influential electors. 
The politicians seek to draw the greatest possible advantage from 
the discordant forces operating in the field of politics. 

parliamentary socialism feels a certain embarrassment from the 
fact that, at its origin, socialism took its stand on absolute principles 
and appealed for a long time to the same sentiments of revolt as the 
most advanced republican party. These two circumstances prevent 
the following of a policy such as that frequently recommended by 
Charles Bonnier:'’ this writer, who was for a long time the principal 


‘ Gambetta complained that the French clergy was ‘acephUos'; he would have liked 
a select body to be formed from within it vnth which the pvemment ^uld 
discuss matters ([Fran9ois aemeni] Garilbe, U CU,g( kculierfranfon au XIXt 
sUcU [Pans, Savaete. 1S99I. PP- 8M)- Syndicalism has no head w«h which 
would be possible to arry on diplomatic reUnons uselully. 


Charles Bonnier (iSdj-.’); Guesdia publicist; author of numeroiis articles in such 
socialist journals as U SecsaJisie, Le Dewm lotiaf, «c. 
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theorist of the Guesdist party, would like the socialists to follow 
closely the example of Parnell, who used to negotiate with the 
English parties without being controlled by any of them; in the 
same way, it might be possible to come to an agreement with the 
conservatives, if the latter pledged themselves to grant better con¬ 
ditions to the proletariat than the radicals {Le Socialiste, 27 August 
1905). This policy seemed scandalous to many people. Bonnier was 
±us obliged to dilute his thesis: he then contented himself with 
asking that the party should act in the best interests of the prolet¬ 
ariat (17 September 1905); but how is it possible to know where 
these interests lie when the principle of class struggle is no longer 
taken as your single and absolute rule? 

Parliamentary socialists believe that they possess the special facul¬ 
ties which enable them to take into account not only the material 
and immediate interests reaped by the working class but also the 
moral reasons which compel socialism to form part of the great 
republican family. Their congresses spend their energies in putting 
together formulas designed to regulate socialist diplomacy, in defin¬ 
ing whit alliances are allowed and what are forbidden, in reconciling 
the abstract principle of class struggle (which they arc anxious to 
retain verbally) wiA the reality of agreements with politicians. Such 
an undertaking is madness; and therefore leads to equivocations 
when it does not force deputies into attitudes of deplorable hypoc¬ 
risy. Each year problems have to be rediscussed, because all diplo¬ 
macy requires a flexibility incompatible with the existence of per¬ 
fectly clear statutes. 

The casuistry that Pascal scoffed at so much was not more subde 
and more absurd than that which is to be found in the polemics 
between what are called the sociolist schools. Escobar* would have 
some difficulty finding his bearings amid the distinctions of Jaur^ 
the moral theology of responsible socialists is not among the least 
buffooneries of our time. 

All moral theology can be divided into two tendencies; there are 
casuists who say that we must be content with opinions having a 

' Antonio Escobar (1358-166?); Spanish Jesuit, known especially for the doc^ 
that the sole detenninant of the moral value of an acMn is the moral intCTt ot the 
agent the actions themselves being of no moral significance. He produced an 
anthok^y of Jesuit opinions which, as an example of casuistry, was piltorwd relent¬ 
lessly by Pascal in his attack upon the Jesuits in his Leims pro-jtnci<iles. 
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slight probability; others wish that we should always adopt the 
strictest and most certain position, This distinction was bound to 
be encountered amonpt our parliamentary socialists. Jaures prefers 
the soft and conciliatory method, provided that means are found to 
make it agree, somehow or other, with first principles and that it 
has behind it a few respectable authorities: he is a probabilist in the 
strongest sense of the term - or even a laxisi. Vaillant^ recommends 
the strong and belligerent method which, in his opinion, alone is in 
accordance with the class struggle and which has in its favour the 
unanimous support of all the old authorities; he is a tutomst and a 
kind of Jansenist. 

Jaures no doubt believes that he is acting for the greatest good of 
socialism, just as the most easy-going casuists believed themselves 
to be the best and most useful defenders of the Church; they did 
indeed prevent weak Christians from falling into irreligion and led 
them to practise dte sacraments - exactly as Jaur^ prevents the rich 
Intellectuals who have come to socialism by way of die Dreyfusard 
movement from drawing back in horror before the class struggle 
and induces them to finance the party’s newspapers. In Jaur«’ eyes 
Vaillant is a dreamer who does not see the reality of the world, who 
intoxicates himself with the fanusy of an insurrection that has now 
become impossible and who does not understand the great advan¬ 
tages which may be got from universal suffrage by a skilful 
politician. 

Between the two methods there is only a difference of degree and 
not one of kind, as is believed by those parliamentary socialists that 
call themselves revolutionaries. On this point Jaur« has a great 
intellectual superiority over his adversaries, because he has never 
cast doubt upon the fundamental identity of the two methods. 

Both of these methods suppose an entirely dislocated bourgeois 
society, rich classes who have lost all sentiment of their class inter¬ 
est, men ready to follow blindly the lead of people who have taken 
up rite business of directing public opinion. The Dreyfus affair 
showed dtat the enlightened bourgeoisie was in a strange mental 
state: people who had long and loudly served the conservattve cause 
campaiped together with anarchists, took part m violent attacks on 
the army, or even enrolled in the socialist party; on the other hand. 


•' Man«-Edoiurd VailUnt (1840-1915); founder of the Parti Socialiste R6vol- 
utionnaire. and an enthusiastic advocate of the autonomy of the syndialist 
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newspapers, which make it their business to defend traditional insti¬ 
tutions, dragged the magistrates of the court of appeal into the mire. 
This strar^e episode in our contemporary history has brought to 
light the state of dislocation of the classes. 

Jaures, who was very much mixed up irt all the events of the 
Dreyfusard movement, had very quickly judged the mentality of 
the upper bourgeoisie, into which he had not yet penetrated. He 
saw that this upper bourgeoisie was terribly ignorant, self- 
satisfyitigly foolish, and politically absolutely impotent; he recog¬ 
nized that with people who understand nothing of the principles of 
capitalist economics it is easy to contrive a policy of compromise on 
the basis of an extremely broad socialism; he calculated - in order 
to become the leader of people devoid of ideas - the extent to which 
it was necessary to mix together: the flattery of the superior intelli¬ 
gence of the imbeciles the seduction of whom was aimed at, appeals 
to the disinterested sentimenB of speculators who pride themselves 
in having invented the ideal, and threats of revolution. Experience 
has shown that he had a very remarkable intuition of the forces 
which existed at that precise moment in the bourgeois world. Vaill- 
ant, on the contrary, is very little acquainted with this world; he 
believes that the only weapon that can be employed to move the 
bourgeoisie is fear; doubtless, fear is an excellent weapon, but it 
might provoke an obstinate resistance beyond a certain limit. Vaill- 
ant does not possess those remarkable qualities of suppleness of 
mind, and perhaps even of peasant duplicity, which shine in Jaur« 
and which have often caused people to say that he would have made 
a wonderful cattle-dealer. 

The more closely the history of these last years is examined, the 
more the discussions concerning the two methods will be recognized 
as puerile: the supporters of the two methods are equally opposed 
to proletarian violence, because it escapes from the control of the 
people engaged in parliamentary politics. Revolutionary syndicalism 
cannot be controlled by the so-called revolutionary socialists of 
parliament. 


II 

The two methods favoured by official socialism presuppose the 
same historical datum. The ideology of a timorous, humanitarian 
bourgeoisie professing to have freed its thought from the conditions 
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of its existence is grafted on to the degeneration of the capitalist 
economy; the race of bold captains who made the greatness of 
modem industry disappears to make way for an ultra-civilized aris¬ 
tocracy that demands to be left in peace. This degeneration fills our 
parliamentary socialists with joy. Their role would vanish if they 
were confronted with a bourgeoisie which was energetically engaged 
on the paths of economic progress, which regarded timidity with 
shame and which was proud in looking after its class interests. In 
the presence of a bourgeoisie which has become almost as stupid as 
the nobility of the eighteenth century, their power is enormous. If 
the degradation of the upper middle classes continues to progress 
at the pace it has taken in the last few years, our official socialists 
may reasonably hope to reach their goal of their dreams and sleep 
in sumptuous mansions. 

Two accidents alone, it seems, would be able to stop this move¬ 
ment: a great foreign war, which might reinvigorate lost energies 
and which, in any case, would doubtless bring into government men 
with the will to govern;^ or a great extension of proletarian violence, 
which would make the revolutionary reality evident to the bour¬ 
geoisie and would lead to their disgust with the humanitarian plati¬ 
tudes with which Jaures lulls them to sleep. It is with these two 
great dangers in mind that the latter deploys all his skills as a popu¬ 
lar orator: European peace must be maintained at any price; a limit 
must be put on proletarian violence. 

Jaures is convinced diat France will be perfectly happy on ^e 
day when the editors of his journal and its shareholders can draw 
freely upon the resources of the public Treasury; it is an illustrarion 
of the celebrated proverb: ‘When Augustus had drunk, Poland was 
inebriated.’* A socialist government of this kind would without 
doubt ruin the country, which would be run with the same care for 
financial order as L'Humamte has been administered; but what does 
the future of the country matter, provided that the new regime 


' Cf. Gleorges] Sorel, JmepumenU sociali [dtireconomsa coMmperajKa {Palenno, 
Sandron igoi)!, p. 388. [See Georges Sore), Sociel FounduMm of Cmtmporoiy 
SS (New BruLwicL, NJ. Transacl.on Books .984). P- 3>7.] The hypoth¬ 
esis of a great European war seems very far-fetched at the moment. 


The origin of this peculiar proverb appears to be found in Voltaire’s Epttre i 
i’lmphatriee it Russu. Cethenne H. 
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gives a good time to a few professors, who imagine that they have 
invented socialism, and to a few Dreyfusard financiers? 

Before the working class could also accept this dictatorship of inca¬ 
pacity, it must itself become as stupid as the bourgeoisie and must 
lose all revolutionary energy, whilst at the same time its masters 
would have lost all apitalist energy, Such a future is not impossible; 
and a great deal of hard work is being done to stupefy the workers 
for this purpose. The Direction du Travail and the Mus^ Social 
are doing their best to anry out this marvellous task of idealistic 
education, which is decorated with the most pompous names and 
which is presented as a means of civilizing the proletariat, The syn¬ 
dicalists very much disturb our professional idealists, and experi¬ 
ence shows that a strike is sometimes sufficient to ruin all the mrk 
of education which these manufacturers of social peace have patiently 
built over several years. 

In order properly to understand the consequences of the very singu¬ 
lar regime in the midst of which we are living, we must refer back 
to Marx’s conception of the passage from capitalism to socialism. 
These conceptions are well known; yet we must continually return 
to them, because they are often forgotten or at least undervalued by 
the official writers of socialism; it is necessary to insist on them 
strongly each time that we have to argue about the anti-Marxist 
transformation which contemporary socialism is undergoing. 

According to Marx, capitalism, by reason of the inner laws of its 
nature, is carried along a path which leads the world of today to the 
doors of a future world with the exactness of the evolution of 
organic life. This movement comprises a long period of capitalist 
construction and it ends with a rapid destruction which is the woA 
of the proletariat. Capitalism creates; the heritage that socialism will 
receive, the men who will suppress the present regime, and the 
means of bringing about this destruction; - at the same time, this 
destruction preserves the results obtained in production.^ Capital¬ 
ism begets new way's of working; it throws the working class into 
organizations of protest through the pressure it exerts on wages; 


“ This notion airtvolMtonary comavastot is very impoftMit; I hive sigmlled soc^ 

thing analogous in the passage between Judaism and OmsuMicy {Le SysiMt 
Ai«on?ue de /Jenan (Paris, Jacques, 1906], pp.72-3. '7'-a> W)- 
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it restricts its own political base by competition, which constantly 
eliminates industrial leaders. Thus, after having solved the great 
problem of industrial labour - about which Utopians formulated so 
many naive or stupid hypotheses — capitalism provokes the birth of 
the cause which will overthrow it; and thus renders useless every¬ 
thing that the Utopians have written to induce enlightened people 
to carry out reforms; and it gradually ruins the traditional order, 
against which the criticisms of the ideologues have shown them¬ 
selves to be so deplorably incompetent. It might therefore be said 
that capitalism plays a role analogous lo that attributed by Hart¬ 
mann to the Unconscious in nature, since it prepares the coming of 
social forms that it does not intend to produce. Without any coordi¬ 
nated plan, without any directing idea, without an ideal of the future 
world, it determines an inevitable evolution; it draws from the pre¬ 
sent all that it can give for historical development; in an almost 
mechanical manner, it does all that is necessary in order that a new 
era might appear and that every link will be broken with the ideol¬ 
ogy of the present times, despite preserving the acquisitions of the 
capitalist economy.^ 

Socialists should therefore abandon the search (initiated by the 
Utopians) for a means of inducing the enlightened bourgeoisie to 
prepare the transition to a better system of legislation; their sole func¬ 
tion consists in explaining to the proletariat the greatness of the 
revolutionary role which it is called upon to play. By ceaseless criti¬ 
cism the proletariat must be brought to perfect its organmtions; it 
must be shown how to develop the embryonic forms of its organiza¬ 
tions of resistance, so that it may build institutions that have no 
parallel in the history of the bourgeoisie and form ideas that depend 
solely upon the position of producer in laige-scale industry, bor¬ 
rowing nothing from bourgeois thought. The aim must be to 
acquire habits of liberty with which the bourgeoisie are no longer 
acquainted. 

This doctrine will obviously be inapplicable if the bourgeoisie 
and the proletariat do not oppose each other with all the severity 
they possess and all the forces at their disposal; the more the bour¬ 
geoisie is ardently capitalist, the more the proletariat will be full of 

’ Cf. what I have said on the transfomiation Mam wrought on socialism in Iitegna- 

mnti seciali. pp. 179-8*. [See Sorel, Saaal Femdaiims, pp. 167-71.] 
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warlike spirit and confident of its revolutionary strength, the more 
the success of the movement will be certain. 

The bourgeoisie with which Marx was familiar in England was 
still, in the great majority, animated by the conquering, insatiable 
and pitiless spirit which, at the beginning of the modern epoch, had 
characterized the creators of new industries and the discoverers of 
unknown lands, When we are studying the modem economy, we 
should always bear in mind this similarity between the capitalist 
type and the warrior type; it is with very good reason that the men 
who directed gigantic enterprises were named captains of mdusiry. 
This tiTK is still found today in all its purity in the United States: 
there are encountered the indomitable energy, the audacity based 
upon an accurate appreciation of its strength, the cold calculation 
of interests, which are the qualities of great generals and great capi¬ 
talists.* According to Paul de Rousiers,' every American feels him¬ 
self capable of ’trying his luck’ on the battlefield of business,’ so 
that the general spirit of the country is in complete harmony with 
that of the millionaites; our men of letters are very surprised to set 
these latter condemning themselves to lead to the end of their lives 
a galley-slave existence without ever thinking of leading a noble¬ 
man’s life, as the Rothschilds do. 

In a society so enfevered by the passion for the success which 
can be obtained through competition, aU the actors walk straight 
before them like veritable automau, without concerning themselves 
with the great ideas of the sociologists; they are subject to very 
simple forces and not one of them dreams of escaping from the 
circunastances of his condition- It is only then that the development 
of capitalism is carried out with the inevitability which struck Marx 


* I will come back W this resemblance in chapter VU, [section] III. 

’ Pfaull de Rousiers, La He antricaitu: I'iducaiion et la soniu [Pans Firmm-Ditlol, 
i8oq1 p 19 ‘Fathers give very little advice to their children and let them le^ 
Smsdves. as the, say over there' (p. 14), ‘Not only [the American] wish 
to be independent, but he wishes to be powerful: U Vie amenesiiu: ranchts. 
frma el usiaes [Paris, FimiinJ5idot, 1899], p. 6. 

' Paul dt Rousiers (i8s7-i9J4); sociologist and l^ing i^bcr 
school. Sorel was an Mientive reader of the wnimgs of de ’ 

text, as in so many others, Sorel makes frequent reference to h^ empmeU in^ 
gan^ of America and Britain. It was upon the basis of de 
^ientsme en AngUum (1897) that Sorel first drew attention to the unportance 
trade unions in L'Avtw soeiaiisie des syndteau (1898). 
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so strongly and which seemed to him comparable to that of a natural 
law. If, on the contrary, the bourgeoisie, led astray by the nonsense 
of the preachers of ethics and sociology, returns to the ideal of con¬ 
servative mediacTUy, seeks to correct the abuses of the economy and 
wishes CO break with the barbarism of their predecessors, then one 
part of the forces which were to further the development of capital¬ 
ism is employed in hindering it, chance is introduced and the future 
of the world becomes completely indeterminate. 

This indetermination grows still greater if the proletariat converts 
to the idea of social peace at the same time as its masters, or even 
simply if they consider everything from a corporative point of view; 
while socialism gives to every economic conflict a general and revol¬ 
utionary colour. 

The conservatives are not mistaken when they see in the compro¬ 
mises which lead to collective contracts and in corporative particu¬ 
larism the best means of avoiding the Marxist revolution;’® but they 
escape one danger only to fall into another and risk being devoured 
by parliamentary socialism." Jaures is as enthusiastic as the priests 
about measures which distance the working classes from the Marxist 
revolution; I believe that he understands better than they do what 
the result of social peace will be; he builds his own hopes upon the 
simultaneous ruin of both the capitalist spirit and the revolutionary 
spirit. 


It is urged in objection to the people who defend the Marxist con¬ 
ception that it is impossible for them to stop the double movement 
of degeneration which is dragging the bourgeoisie and the prolet¬ 
ariat avray from the paths that the theory of Marx assigned to them. 
They can probably influence the working classes and it is hardly to 
be denied that the violence of strikes does keep the revolutionary 
spirit alive; but how can they hope to give back to the bourgeoisie 
an ardour which is extinguished? 


There is consunt talk today of orjanizinj labour. i.«. of utilizing the wrjwrative 
spirit by subjecting it to the direction of well-mleniioniJ feofii and fre^g the 
workere from the yoke of lopkisn. The responsible people are (Alben) de Mun, 
Charles Beftoist (the amusing specialist in constitutional law), Arthur Fontaine 
and the band of democratic priesu ... and finally GabneS Hanocaux 
" Vilfredo Pareto laughs at the simple bourgeois who are happy no longer to be 
threatened by intractable Marxists and who fall into the snare of the conciluiory 
Marxists {SpiiTmi sorufisWJ IPaiis, Giard et Briite, iQoa-j], II, p. 45J)' 
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It is here that the role of violence in history appears as of utmost 
importance; because in an indirect manner it can operate on the 
bourgeoisie so as to reawaken them to a sense of their own class 
interests. On many occasions attention has been drawn to the danger 
of certain acts of violence which compromised admirable social 
marks, disgusted employers who were disposed to arrange the happi¬ 
ness of their employees, and developed egoism where formerly the 
most noble sentiments reigned. 

To repay with black ingratitude the benevolence of those who wish 
to protect the workers,’* to meet with insults the homilies of the 
defenders of human fraternity and to respond by blows to the 
advances of the propagators of social peace: all that is assuredly not 
in conformity with the rules of the fashionable socialism of M. and 
Mme Georges Renard,” but it is a very practical way of indiuting 
to the bourgeoisie that they must occupy themselves with their own 
affairs and that only. 

I also believe that it would be very useful to thrash the orators 
of democracy and the represenutives of the government in order 
that none of them should be under any illusion about the character 
of acts of violence. These acts can only have historical value if they 
are the brutal and clear expression of class struggle', the bourgeoisie 
must not be allowed to imagine that, aided by cleverness, social 
sdence or noble sentiments, they might find a better welcome at 
the hands of the proleuriat. 

The day when the bosses perceive that they have nothing to gain 
bv works which promote social justice or by demoaacy, they will 
understand that they have been badly advised by the people who 


" Cf. Sorel, Insegmmenii sociali, p. 53. [S« Sorel, Soca! p. 73 I 

'» Mme G. Renard has published in the a6 July 1900 ^'tion <>f U 

fiill of lofty sociologica! considerations about the workers file pven by MdlenM 
(Lton de Scilhac. Ir socialute [Paris, Lecoffre, 1904 . W-3^); 
husband has solved the grave problan of who will dnnk 
society of the future (Gleorgea] Renard, Le kipm, musUut [Pans, ‘^«1' 

[Georges Renard (i847-«93o). acadenmc, ™ 

Liiof of I- Revue soeUHsu. Sorel here makes rrferenc^ Renaid s cha^^ in 
U Rhime soculisu discussing the question af value, where Renard s ^plc 
rhar fine Bunwndian wines of the Clos Vougeot. Under sooalJOT those 
prepared to pay^^ price wU! benefit society as a whokt The ^ 

bv his wife alludes to her acsxnini of how workers atiesdiiig the evOTt 
te^tid by MiHerand md his wife, ctoUwd in her 'long white 

dress’ and playing the perfect ‘hostess’,) 
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persuaded them to abandon their trade of creators of productive 
forces for the noble profession of educators of the proletariat. Then 
there is some chance that they will rediscover a part of their energy 
and that a moderate or conservative economy may appear as absurd 
to them as it did to Marx. In any ase, the separation of the classes 
being more clearly attenuated, the movement of the economy will 
have some chance of developing with greater regularity than today. 

The two antagonistic classes therefore influence each other in a 
partly indirect but decisive manner. Capitalism drives the prolet¬ 
ariat into revolt, because in daily life the bosses use their force in a 
direction opposed to the desires of their workers; but this revolt 
does not entirely determine the future of the proletariat; the latter 
organize themselves under the influence of other causes, and social¬ 
ism, inculcating the revolutionary idea, prepares it to suppress the 
enemy class. Capitalist force is at the base of this entire process 
and it operates in an imperious manner.'* Marx supposed that the 
bourgeoisie had no need to be incited to employ force; but we are 
faced vvith a new and very unforeseen fact: a bourgeoisie which 
seeks to weaken its own strength. Must we believe that the Marxist 
conception is dead? By no means, because proletarian violence 
comes upon the scene at the very moment when the conception of 
social peace claims to moderate disputes; proletarian violence con¬ 
fines employers to their role as producers and tends to restore the 
class structure just when they seemed on the point of intermingling 
in the democratic morass. 

Not only can proletarian violence ensure the future revolution 
but it also seCTis the only means by which the European nations, 
stupefied by humanitarianism, can recover their former energy. 
This violence compels capitalism to restrict its attentions solely to 
its material role and tends to restore to it the warlike qualities it 
formerly possessed. A growing and solidly organized working class 


In an article written in September 1851 (thefitsiofa series pubJi^ed under 
till* Revtlulion et aMn-Rnchnum [Paris, Giard et Bnire Marx estalv 

lished the following parallelism between the development of the bouigcoiste ana 
the proletariat; to a numerous, rich, concentrated and powerful tourpMW cone- 
sponds a nianerous, strong, concentrated and intelligent protect. Thus he 
seems to hare thought that the intelligence of the proletariat depends on the 
historical conditions which secured the power of the bowgeoiste m society. He 
SraSo^t the true char«teristics of class struggle only incountnes 
where the bourgeoisie has recast government in confwmity wth its needs. 
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can force the capitalist class to remain ardent in the industrial strug¬ 
gle; if a united and revolutionary proletariat confronts a rich bour¬ 
geoisie eager for conquest, capitalist society will reach its historical 
perfection. 


Thus proletarian violence has become an essential factor in Marx¬ 
ism. Let us add once more that, if properly conducted, it will have 
the result of suppressing parliamentary socialism, which will no 
longer be able to pose as the leader of the working classes and as 
the guardian of order. 


Ill 

The Marxist theory of revolution assumes that capitalism will be 
struck to the heart while it is still full of vitality, when it achieves 
its historical mission of complete industrial efficiency and whilst the 
economy is still advancing. Marx does not seem to have asked him¬ 
self what would happen if the economic system was declining; he 
never dreamt of the possibility of a revolution which would take a 
return to the past, or even social conservation, as its ideal. 

Today we can see that this might easily come to pass: the friends 
of Jaurte, the priests and the democrats all take the Middle Ages as 
their ideal for the future; they would like competition to be tem¬ 
pered, wealth limited and production subordinated to needs. These 
are dreams that Marx regarded as reactionary'® and consequently as 
negligible, because it seemed to him that capitalism was embarked 
on a path of irresistible progress; but today we see considerable 
forces grouped together in the endeavour of reforming the capitalist 
economy, with the aid of laws, in a medieval direction. Parlia¬ 
mentary socialism would like to combine with the moralists, the 
Church and demoaacy with the aim of arresting the movement of 


" 'Those who, like Sisraondi, would return CO the just distribution of producnon, 
while preserving the existing bases of society, are reaclivnariei, since, w be consist¬ 
ent, they should also desire to re-establish all the other conditions of past times 
In existing society, in the industry based upon individual exchanges, the aiiM- 
chy of production, which is the source of so iwuk poj^ty, is at rt« tune the 
source of ail progMss’: Marx, Alisere dt Id pkitosophte [Pans, Giard et Bn^re], i 
pp.9C^i. 
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capitalism; and, given the extent of bourgeois cowardice, this would 
not perhaps be impossible. 

Marx likened the movement from one historical era to another to 
a civil inheritance: the new age inherits prior acquisitions. If the 
revolution took place during a period of economic decadence, would 
not the inheritance be very much compromised and could there be 
any hope of seeing the speedy reappearance of economic progress? 
The ideologists hardly concern themselves with this question: they 
are sure that the decadence will stop on the day that the public 
Treasury is at their disposal; they are dazzled by the immense 
reserve of riches which v/ould be delivered up to their pillage; what 
banquets there would be, what loose women and what opportunities 
for self-display! We, on the other hand, who have no such prospect 
before our eyes, have to ask whether history can furnish us with 
any guidance on this subject that will enable us to conjecture what 
would be the result of a revolution accomplished in times of 
decadence. 


The researches of de Tocqueville* enable us to study the French 
Revolution from this point of view. He greatly shocked his contem¬ 
poraries when, a half-century ago, he showed them that the Revol¬ 
ution had been far more conservative than had been supposed until 
then. He pointed out that the most characteristic institutions of 
modem France dated from the ancien regime (centralization, excess¬ 
ive regulation, administrative tutelage of the communes, exemption 
of civil servants from the jurisdiction of the courts); he found only 
a single important innovation: the coexistence, which was estab¬ 
lished in year VIII, of isolated civil servants and deliberative coun¬ 
cils. The principles of the ancien regime reappeared in 1800 and the 
old customs were received back in favour.'* Turgot'' seemed to him 


“ (Alexit de] Tocqueville. L'Anaen Segmc et la Rivolui^ (Oeuvres empUte!) 
[Piris, Calmann-Uvy, i866], Part 2, chaps. 1.3, 4. PP- 89, 91. ^ I Hi 

Ancien Regime and she French Revokim (Undon, Focitam, 1969). PP- 52 -®. 7 °- 

83-] 

« Alexis de ToequevUk (1805-59); “d poliddan; authw of ^of the 

great texts of French literal thought in the ninett*^ cenw^: ^ 
nAmiri^se (1835 and 1840. 2 «•>»•) wd Rdpmeet la Rfvalunan (t 80 y 

‘ Anne-Robeit-Jacqnes Turgot (1727-80; econ^ist “d_a<^iwmtot; ap^Kd 
c«itroHer-gejw^of finance, where he intr^uced f 

srstem and measures to facilitate free trade. He was 1 friend of the pkflasopker. 
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to be an excellent example of the Napoleonic administrator who 
embodied ‘the ideal of a civil servant in a democratic society subject 
to an absolute government’.'^ He was of the opinion that the par¬ 
tition of land, which it is customary to place to the credit of the 
Revolution, had begun long before and had not advanced at an 
exceptionally rapid pace under its influence.’* 

It is certain that Napoleon did not have to make an extraordinary 
effort to put the country once more upon a monarchical fooling. 
He found France quite ready and had only a few corrections of 
detail to make in order to profit by the experience acquired since 
1789. The administrative and fiscal laws had been drawn up during 
the Revolution by people who had applied the methods of the ancien 
regime', they still remain in force today, almost intact. The men he 
employed served their apprenticeship under the ancien regime and 
under the Revolution; they all resemble each other; in their govern¬ 
mental practices they are all men of the preceding period; they all 
work with an ardour for the greatness of His Majesty.’’ The real 
merit of Napoleon lay in his not trusting too much to his own 
genius, in not giving himself up to the dreams which had so often 
deluded the men of the eighteenth century and had led them to 
desire to regenerate everything from top to bottom - in short, in 
his full recognition of the principle of historical heredity. It follows 
from this that the Napoleonic regime may be looked upon as an 
experiment showing clearly the enormous part played by conser¬ 
vation throughout the greatest revolutions. 

Indeed, I think that the principle of conservation may even be 
extended to include things military and to show that the armies of 
the Revolution and the Empire were an extension of former insti¬ 
tutions. In any case, it is very curious that Napoleon should have 
made no essential innovations in military equipment and that it 
should have been the fire-arms of the ancien regime which so greatly 
contributed to securing the victories of the revolutionary troops. It 
was only under the Restoration that the artillery was improved, 


” Tocqueville, Melanies. Fragmenls histon^m el nous I’Aneun Riiimt. la Rivol 
[Paris, CaliMiui-Levy, 1864], PP J55-6. . 

’* Tocqueville. L Ancm Regime et la Revtiulm, fp. 35 "? 

and the Frenek Revaluiion, pp. 53-5-] 

” L(ouis] Madelin also comes to this conclusion in : 

1907, on the prefects of Napoleon I. 


n article in the Dihais of 6 July 
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The ease with which the Revolution and the Empire succeeded 
in their work of radically transforming the country while still retain¬ 
ing such a large number of the acquisitions of the past is bound up 
to a fact to which our historians have not always called attention 
and that Taine does not seem to have noticed: the industrial econ¬ 
omy was making great progress and this progress was such that by 
i7te everybody believed in the dogma of the infinite progress of 
mankind.^ This dogma, which was to exercise so great an influence 
upon modem thought, would be a bizarre and inexplicable paradox 
if it were not considered as bound up with economic progress and 
with the feeling of absolute confidence that this economic progress 
engendered. The wars of the Revolution and of the Empire only 
stimulated this feeling further, not only because they were glorious 
but also because they caused a great deal of money to enter the 
country and thus contributed towards the development of 
production.^' 

The triumph of the Revolution astonished nearly all its contem¬ 
poraries and it seems that the most intelligent, the most thoughtful 
and the best informed as regards political matters were the most 
surprised; this was because reasons drawn from ideology could not 
explain this paradoxical success. It seems to me that even today the 
question is hardly less obscure to historians than it was to our uces- 
tors. The primary cause of this triumph must be sought in the 
economy; it is because the aiuien regime was struck by rapid blows 
while production was making great strides that the contemporary 
world was bom with comparatively little labour and could so rapidly 
be assured of a vigorous life. 


We, on the other hand, possess a dreadful historical experience of 
a great transformation taking place at a time of economic decadena; 
I mean the victory of Christianity and the fall of the Romm Empire 
which closely followed it. 


“ Tocqueville, L'Anfien Regixu et k Rfvsiuiion. pp. 254-6^ [set Tlu Afuim Regime 
and lhe Rmch Revolution, pp. 180-99] "id Melanga, p. 62. P’" 

rV, of my study on Les Illmions du progrh [Pam, Rjviisw, 1908], [In ^glish s« 
The Uksums of Progress (Berkeley. Unitenit) of California Tress, 1969}, pp- m 

■' Sid., 1» .m* "1 '* >’>' 

French annies loot possession (La lalle dts classes en Franu ea S7S9, krench 

trans. [Paris, Jacques, 1901]. pp. 104-6). 
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All the old Christian authors agree in informing us that the new 
religion brought no serious improvement in the siniation of the 
world; political corruption, oppression and disasters continued to 
crush the people as in the past. This was a great disillusion for the 
fathers of the Church; at the time of the persecutions the Christians 
had believed that God would overwhelm Rome with favours on the 
diy that the Empire ceased to persecute the faithful; now the 
Empire was Christian and the bishops had becomes personages of 
the first rank, yet everything continued to go as badly as in the past. 
Even more disheartening, the immorality, so often denounced as 
the result of idolatry, had spread to the adorers of Christ. Far from 
imposing a for-reaching reform upon the profane world, the Church 
itself had become corrupted by imitating the profane world: it began 
to resemble an imperial administration, and the factions which tore 
it apart were much more moved by the appetite for power than by 
religious motives. 

It has often been asked whether Christianity was not the cause, 
or at least one of the principal causes, of the fell of Rome. 
Gaston Boissieri contests this opinion by endeavouring to show 
that the decadent movement observed after Constantine is a 
continuation of a movement which had existed for some time 
and that it is not possible to see whether Christianity accelerated 
or retarded the death of the ancient world.” This amounts to 
saying that the extent of the conservation was very significant; 
we can, by analogy, imagine what would follow from a revolution 
which brought our official socialists to power: institutions remain¬ 
ing almost as they are today, all bourgeois ideology would be 
preserved; the bourgeois State would dominate with its ancient 
abuses; if economic decadence had begun, if would be 
accentuated. 

Shortly after the Christian conquest, the barbarian invasions 
began: more than one Christian wondered whether an order in 
conformity with the principles of the new religion was not at 

'' Gfaston] Boissier, La Fin du paganiime (Paris, Hadiene, 1891], IV. chaptCT III. 
(For Sorel’s long commentary on this teat see La Ruine du monJe axiifve (rmi. 
Jacques, tqoa); a shorter version originally appeared as ‘La Fm du paganisme in 
L'Ere muvelle during 1894.] 

■ Gaston Boissier (1823-1908); professor at the Carllege de France; historian and 
publisher of numerous broks on ancient history. 
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last going to appear; this hope was all the more reasonable as 
the barbarians had been converted on coming into the Empire 
and because they were nor tainted by the corruptions of Roman 
life. From the economic point of view, a regeneration seemed 
possible, since the world was perishing under the weight of urban 
exploitation; the new masters, who had coarse rural manners, 
would not live as great lords but as heads of large landed estates; 
perhaps, therefore, the land would be better cultivated. The 
illusions of Christian authors contemporary with the invasions 
can be compared to those of the numerous Utopians who hoped 
to see the modem world regenerated by the virtues which they 
attributed to the man of average condition: the replacing of very 
rich classes by new social strata should bring about morality, 
happiness and universal prosperity. 

The barbarians did not establish any progressive state of society; 
there were few in number and almost everywhere they simply took 
the place of the old lords, led the same life as the lords had done, 
and were devoured by urban civilization. In France, the Meroving¬ 
ian dynasty has been made the subject of particularly thorough 
investigation; Fustel de Coulanges' has used all his erudition in 
throwing light on the conservative character it assumed; its con¬ 
servatism appeared to him to be so strong that he was even able to 
say that there had been no real revolution, and he represented the 
whole of the history of the late Middle Ages as a movement which 
carried on that of the Roman Empire, with only a little acceler¬ 
ation.^’ ‘The Merovingian government’, he said, ‘is more than three 
parts the continuation of that which the Roman Empire gave to 
Gaul.’‘^ 

Economic decadence was accentuated under these barbarian 
kings; no renascence could take place until very long afterwards, 
after the world had gone through a long series of trials. At least 


“ N[uma]-D[enisl Fusiel de Coulanges. Ui Oriimes du repmefiodal [Pans, Hach- 
ette 1890], pp. 566-7. 1 io not deny that there is a good deal of exaggeration m 
the thesis of Fustel de Coulanges, but the element of conservatism was undeniable. 
^ N[uma]-D[eiiisj Fustel de Caoulanges, La Monarckie absolue [Paris, Hachetie, 
1888], p. 650. 


' Numa-Denis Fustel de Coulanges (1830-89); professor at the University of Stras¬ 
bourg and at the Sorbonne; historian of the classical world as well as of the hislor)' 
of France. 
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four centuries of barbarism had to be gone through before a 
progressive movement showed itself; society was compelled to 
descend to a state not far removed from its origins, and Vico 
was to find in this phenomenon an illustration of his doctrine of 
ricrtrjj. Thus a revobiion that took place in a time of economic 
decadence had forced the world to pass again through a period of 
almost primitive civilization and stopped all progress for several 
centuries. 

These dreadful events have been many times invoked by the adver¬ 
saries of socialism; I do not deny the validity of the argument but 
two details must be added which may perhaps appear of small 
importance to professional sociologists: such events presuppose i) 
an economic decadence; 2) an organization which assures a very 
perfect conservation of the current ideology. On many occasions the 
civilized socialism of our professors has been presented as a safe¬ 
guard of socialism; I believe that it would produce the same effect 
as was produced by the classical education given by the Church to 
the barbarian kings: the proletariat would be corrupted and stu¬ 
pefied as the Merovingians were, and economic decadence would 
only be more certain under the action of these wouid-be civilizing 
agents. 

The danger which threatens the future of the world may be avoi¬ 
ded if the proletariat hold on with obstinacy to revolutionary id^, 
so as to realize as much as possible Marx’s conception. Everything 
may be saved if the proletariat, by their use of violence, manage to 
re-establish the division into classes and so restore to the bour¬ 
geoisie something of its energy, that is the great aim towards which 
the whole thought of men who are not hypnotized by the events of 
the day but who think of the conditions of tomorrow must be 
directed. Proletarian violence, carried on as a pure and simple mani¬ 
festation of the sentiment of class struggle, appears thus as a very 
fine and heroic thing; it is at the service of the immemorial interests 
of civilization; it is not perhaps die most appropriate method of 
obtaining immediate material advantages, but it may save the world 
from barbarism. 

To those who accuse the syndicalists of being obtuse and ignorant 
people, we have the right 10 ask them to consider the economic 


8S 



Reflections on violence 


decadence for which they are workin|. Let us salute the revol¬ 
utionaries as the Greeks saluted the Spartan heroes who defended 
Thermopylae and helped preserve civilization in the ancient 
world. 
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I , Old ideas relative to the Revolution. - Change resulting from the 
war of 1870 and from the parliamentary regime. 

II. Drumont’s observations on the ferocity of the bourgeoisie. -The 
judicial Third Estate and the history of the law courts. - Capitalism 
against the cult of the State. 

III. Attitude of the Dreyfusards. - Jaures’ judgements on the Revol¬ 
ution: his adoration of success and his hatred for the vanquished. 

IV, Antimilitarism as proof of an abandonment of bourgeois 
traditions. 


I 

The ideas current among the general public on the subject of prolet¬ 
arian violence are not based on the observation of contemporary 
facts nor on a rational interpretation of the present syndicalist 
movement; they derive from an infinitely simpler mental process, a 
comparison of the present with the past; they are shaped by the 
memories that the word revolution evokes almost automatically. It is 
presumed that the syndicalists, merely because they call thennselves 
revolutionaries, wish to reproduce the history of the revolutionaries 
of [t7]93. The Blanquists,* who look upon themselves as the legit¬ 
imate owners of the terrorist tradition, consider that for this very 

■ The supporters of the ideas of Louis-Auguste Blanqui (1805-81), who was s life¬ 
long believer in the conspiratorial and iissurreaional route to socialism. 
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reason they are called upon to direct the proletarian movement;' 
they display much more condescension to the syndicalists than do 
the ocher parliamentary socialists; they are inclined to assert that 
the workers’ organizations will come to understand in the end that 
they cannot do better than to pul themselves under their tuition. It 
seems to me that Jaures himself, when writing the Histotre soctalisie 
of [i7]93, thought more than once of the ti-achings which this long 
dead past might yield to him for the conduct of the present. 


Proper attention has not always been given to the great changes 
which have taken place since 1870 in the way the Revolution is 
judged; yet these changes must be considered if we wish to under¬ 
stand contemporary ideas relative to violence. 

For a very long time the Revolution appeared to be essentially a 
succession of glorious wars which a people, famished for liberty 
and carried away by the noblest passions, had maintained against a 
coalition of all the powers of oppression and error. The riots and 
the coups d'etat, the struggles between parties often devoid of any 
scruple and the banishing of the vanquished, the parliamentary 
debates and the adventures of illustrious men, in a word, all the 
events of its political history were, in the eyes of our fathers, only 
very secondary accessories to the wars of I.iberty. 

For about twenty-five years, changing the form of government in 
France had been at issue; after campaigns before which the memor¬ 
ies of Caesar and Alexander paled, the Ckarte of 1814'’ had defini¬ 
tively incorporated the parliamentary system, Napoleonic legislation 
and the Church established by the Concordat' into the national tra¬ 
dition; war had given an irrevocable judgement whose preambles. 


' The reader may usefully refer to a very interesting chapter of Bernstein s bock, 
SocMimt ik^onque el locial-dmicraiu praiiqut [Paris, Stock, 1900), pp. 47-V3- 
Bernstein, who knows nothing of the preoccupations of «ir present-day syndical¬ 
ism has not, in my opinion, drawn from Marxism all that it contains MoreovCT, 
his'book was written at a time when it was still impossible to understand the 
reveJutionary movement, iti view of which these refiectioiK are written. 

«■ The constitutional chaner of 4 June 1814 restored the monarchy, in (he sha^ of 
Louis XVIII, to power, but at the same time it formally recognized many ol the 
social and administrative changes resulting from the revolutionary and Napoleonic 

' ^'a’ncordat of 1801, an agreement between Pope Kus VII and 
parte, defined the relationship between Church and State in France, recagnizmg 
the pre-eminence of the Catholic religion. 
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as Proudhon said, had been dated from Valmy, from Jemmapes, 
and from fifty other battlefields, and whose conclusions had been 
accepted at Saint-Ouen by Louis XVIII.’ Protected by the prestige 
of the wars of Liberty, the new institutions had become inviolable 
and the ideology that was built up to explain them became a faith 
which seemed for a long time to have for the French the value 
which the revelation of Jesus has for the Catholics. 

From time to time eloquent writers have thought that they could 
set up a current of reaction against these doctrines, and the Church 
had hopes that ir might get the better of what it called the error of 
liberalkm. A long period of admiration for medieval art and of con¬ 
tempt for the period of Voltaire seemed to threaten the new ideol¬ 
ogy with ruin; but all these attempts to return to the past left no 
trace except in literary history. There were times when those in 
power governed in the least liberal manner, but the principles of 
the modem regime were never seriously threatened. This fact could 
not be explained by the power of reason or by some law of progress; 
its cause lies simply in the epic of the wars which had filled the 
French soul with an enthusiasm analogous to that provoked by 
religions. 

This military epic gave an epic colour to all the events of internal 
politics; the competition between parties was thus raised to the level 
of an Iliad\ politicians became giants and the Revolution, which 
Joseph de Maistre denounced as satanical, was made divine. The 
bloody scenes of the Terror were episodes without great importance 
by the side of the enormous slaughter of war, and the means were 
found to envelop them in a dramatic mythology; riots were elevated 
to the same rank as illustrious battles; and it was in vain that calmer 
historians endeavoured to bring the Revolution and the Empire 
down to the plane of common history. The prodigious triumphs of 
the revolutionary and imperial armies rendered all criticism 
impossible. 


The war of 1870 changed all that. At the moment of the fall of the 
Second Empire,'^ the immense majority in France still believed very 


' [Pierre-Joseph] Pruudhon, U Guerre ei ta paix (Paris. Lacroix, i S6<i), V, chap. III. 
^ The Second Empire (iSsa-yo), with Napoleon III as its emperor, came crashing 
to an end on the battlefield iif Sedan, when ihe emperor himsell was taken pnwincf 
and was forced to accept an unconditional surrender. 
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strongly the legends which had been spread about the armies of 
volunteers, the miraculous role of the representatives of the people, 
and improvised generals; experience produced a cruel disillusion. 
Tocqueville had written: ‘The Convention created the policy of the 
impossible, the theory of furious madness, the cult of blind aud¬ 
acity.’’ The disasters of 1870 brought the country back to practical, 
prudent and ordinary conditions; the ftrsr result of these disasters 
was the development of the conception most opposed to that spoken 
of by Tocqueville; the idea of opportunism, which has now been 
introduced even into socialism. 

Another consequence was the change which took place in all rev¬ 
olutionary values, and notably the modification in the opinions 
which were held on the subject of violence. 

After 1871 everyone in France thought only of the search for the 
most appropriate means of setting the country on its feet again. 
Taine endeavoured to apply the methods of the most scientific psy¬ 
chology to this question and he looked upon the history of the 
Revolution as a social experiment. He hoped to be able to make 
quite clear the danger presented in his opinion by the Jacobin spirit 
and thereby to induce his contemporaries to change the course of 
French politics by abandoning ideas which had been incorporated 
into the national tradition and which were all the more solidly 
rooted in people’s minds because nobody had ever discussed their 
origin, Taine failed in his enterprise, as Le Play and Renan failed, 
as all ±ose will fail who wish to found an intellectual and moral 
reform on investigations, on scientific syntheses and on 
demonstrations. 

It cannot be said, however, that Taine's immense labour was 
accomplished to no purpose; the history of the Revolution was thor¬ 
oughly overhauled; the military epic no longer dominates judge¬ 
ments about political events. The life of men, the inner workings 
of factions, the materia! needs that determine the tendencies of the 
great masses have now come to the foreground. In the speech which 
he made on 24 September 1905, at the inauguration of the 
monument to Taine at Vouziers, the deputy Hubert, while giving 
full homage to the great and many-sided talent of his illustrious 


•’ 'Vlexisl de Tocqueville, Me/aoges: [fraimnls ksronfues el ooles 

Regime. La Rncluiton el I'Lmpire (Pans, aimann-Levy, 1865)]. p. 1 
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compatriot, expressed a regret that the epic side of the Revolution 
had been disregarded by him in a systematic manner. These are 
superfluous regrets; the epic vision can no longer govern this politi¬ 
cal history; an idea of the grotesque effects to which this preoccu¬ 
pation to return to old methods leads can be obtained by reading 
jaures’ Hutoire sociaHste: in vain does Jaurb revive all the most 
melodramatic images of the old rhetoric; the only effect he manages 
to produce is one of absurdity. 

The prestige of the revolutionary days has been directly hit by 
the comparison with contemporary civil struggles: there was 
nothing during the Revolution which could bear comparison with 
the battles that covered Paris in blood in 1848' and in 1871;'^ 14 July 
[1789] and 10 August [1792] seem to us now mere scuffles which 
would not have made a serious government tremble. 

There is another reason, still hardly recognized by professional 
writers on revolutionary history, which has contributed a great deal 
to taking all the romance out of these events. There can be no 
national epic about things which the people cannot picture to them¬ 
selves as reproducible in the near future; popular poetry implies the 
future much more than the past; it is for this reason that the adven¬ 
tures of the Gauls, of Charlemagne, of the Crusades, of Joan of Arc, 
cannot form the objea of a narrative capable of moving anyone but 
literary people.* Since we have begun to believe that contemporary 
governments cannot be brought down by riots like those of 14 J^ily 
and 10 August, we have ceased to regard these days as having an 
epic character. Parliamentary socialists, who would like to utilize 
the memory of the Revolution in order to excite the ardour of 
the people and who, at the same time, ask them to put all their 


‘ Ic is v«ry remarkable that in the seventeenth cencuiy [NichoM Boileau [1636- 
171 il had already pronounced against the supernatural Chnstian epic. This was 
because his contemporaries, howeser religious they might have bCM, mO not 
expect that angels would come to help Vauban to capture fortresses; they dul not 
do^t what was recounted in the Bible, but they did not see matter in it for epics, 
because these marvels were not destined to be reproduced. 

■ Between 23-6 June 1848 rioting, followed by biuer street fighting, occu^ed on 
the streets of ftris. The sonpalled ‘iourntes de luiti led to sev^ r^nsds 
the government of the Second Republic, «i* 1,500 
' The Commune was brought to an end when the French smy 
dry walls. The sonalled ‘semaine singlante’ (21-8 May) saw widespread fighting 
across Paris, with approximately 25,coo defenders killed. 
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confidence in parliiuneniaristn, are very inconsistent, because they 
are themselves tvoriting to ruin the epic whose prestige they wish 
to maintain in theii speeches. 

But then what remains of the Revolution when we have taken 
away the wars against the coalition and that of the victorious days 
of the people? What remains is not very savoury: police operations, 
proscriptions and the sittings of servile courts of law. The employ¬ 
ment of the force of the State against the vanquished shocks us all 
the more because so many of the leaders of the Revolution were 
soon to distinguish themselves amongst the servants of Napoleon 
and to employ the same policing zeal on behalf of the emperor as 
they did on behalf of the Terror. In a country which has been 
convulsed by so many changes of regime and which, as a conse¬ 
quence, has known so many recantations, there is something par¬ 
ticularly odious about political justice because the criminal of today 
might become the judge of tomorrow: General Malet could say 
before the council of war that condemned him in 1812 that, had he 
succeeded, he would have had for his accomplices the whole of 
France and his judges themselves.’ 

It serves no purpose to carry these reflections further; the slight¬ 
est observation suffices to show that proletarian violence recalls a 
mass of painful memories of those past times: instinctively people 
start to think of the committees of revolutionary inspection, of the 
brutalities of suspicious agents, coarsened and frighteived by fear, 
of the tragedies of the guillotine. One understands, therefore, why 
the parliamentary socialists make such great efforts to persuade the 
public that they have the souls of sensible shepherds, that their 
hearts are overflowing with good feelings and that they have only 
one passion: a hatred of violence- They would readily give themselves 
out to be the protectors of the bourgeoisie against proletarian viol¬ 
ence; and in order to heighten their prestige as humanitarians they 
never fail to shun all contact with anarchists; sometimes they evm 
shun this contact with an abruptness which is not without a certain 
element of cowardice and hypocrisy. 


‘ Ernest Hamel, Hinoirt de la (mpiration du gintral Maki [Paris, Libraine dHa 
SocWii des Gens de Lettres, 1873I, P- 241- According to some newspapers. Jaurte, 
in his evidence before the court of assizes of the Seme on 5 June 1907, in the 
Bousquet-L^ trial, said that the police officers would show more consideration 
for the accused. Bousquei, when he had become a legislator. 
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When Millerand was the unquestioned chief of the socialist 
pany in parliament, he advised his party to be afraid to frighten:, 
and, as a matter of fact, socialist deputies would find few votes 
if they did not manage to convince the general public that they 
are very reasonable people, great enemies of the old practices of 
the men of blood, and solely preoccupied in meditating on the 
philosophy of future law. In a long speech given on 8 October 
1905 at Limoges, Jaures strove to reassure the bourgeoisie much 
more than had been done hitherto: he informed them that a 
victorious socialism would be generous and that he was studying 
different ways in which former property holders would be indem¬ 
nified. A few years ago Millerand promised indemnities to the 
poor {La Petite Repuhhque, 25 March 1898); now everybody will 
be put on the same footing, and Jaures assures us that Vander- 
velde® has written things on this subject full of profundity. 1 am 
quite willing to take his word for it! 

The social revolution is conceived by Jaures as a kind of bank¬ 
ruptcy; substantial annuities will be given to the bourgeoisie of 
today; then, from generation to generation, these annuities will 
decrease. These plans must seem very appealing to financiers accus¬ 
tomed to drawing great advantages from bankruptcies; I have no 
doubt that the shareholders of L ‘Humanite think these ideas marvel¬ 
lous; they will be made liquidators of the bankruptcy and will pocket 
large fees, which will compensate them for the losses which the 
newspaper has caused them. 

In the eyes of the contemporary bourgeoisie everything is admir¬ 
able which dispels the idea of violence Our bourgeoisie desire to 
die in peace — after them the deluge. 


II 

Let us now examine the violence of [17)93 a more closely and 
endeavour to see whether it can be identified with that of contem¬ 
porary syndicalism. 

« Emile Vandervelde (.864-1938); Bdgiac socialist and one of the prominent figures 
of the Second International. 
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Fifteen years ago, Drumont,'' speaking of socialism and of its 
future, wrote these sentences, which then appeared exceedingly 
paradoxical to many people; ‘ “Salute the worker leaders of the 
Commune”, the historian, who is always something of a prophet, 
might say to conservatives, “You will never see their like again!... 
those who are about to come are malicious, wicked and vindictive 
in a different way from the men of 1871. Henceforward, a new 
feeling takes possession of the French proletariat; hatred. ’ These 
were not the airy words of a man of letters: Drumont had learned 
what he knew of the Commune and of the socialist world through 
Malon,' of whom he gave a very appreciative portrait. 

This sinister prediction was founded upon the idea that the 
worker was getting farther and farther away from the national tra¬ 
dition and nearer to the bourgeoisie, which is much more prone 
than he is to bad feeling. ‘It was the bourgeois element’, said Dru¬ 
mont, ‘which was the most ferocious during the Commune, the 
vicious and bohemian bourgeoisie of the Latin quarter; amid this 
dreadful crisis, the popuhr element remained human, that ts French 
. .. Among the internationalists who formed part of the Commune, 
four only .. . pronounced themselves in favour of violent meas¬ 
ures.’’ Clearly, Drumont has got no farther than that naive philos¬ 
ophy of the eighteenth century and of the Utopians prior to 1848, 
according to which men will follow the injunctions of the moral law 
all the better for not having been spoilt by civilization; in 
descending from the superior classes to the poorer classes a greater 
number of good qualities are found; good is only natural to individ¬ 
uals who have remained close to a state of nature. 

This theory about the nature of classes led Drumont to a rather 
curious historical speculation; none of our revolutions was so bloody 


" [Edouard] Drumont, La Fin dun montk [Paris. Savine, 1889J, pp. 
' Ibid; p- ij8. 


‘ Edouard Drumont (i844--l9>7)^ nationalist writer; author of the ami-Semitic b«i- 
seller La France juive (1886) and editor of La Libre parole, which he established 
in 1802 In 1880 he puWisbed La fin d'ur, moiuU, mixing his anti-SemiUm wift 
socialist themes of anticapitalism. whilst also tehabiUtating the workers of the Pans 
Commune, He there acknowledged his debt to socialist fenoit iVWon. 

' Benoit Malon (1841-93); ioumalist and writer; one of the founders of the F ir« 
International and a leading member of the Paris Commune. He subsequendy estal^ 
lished La Revue socialise in 1880 and came to adopt an increasingly reformist 
position. 
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as the first, because it was conducted by the bourgeoisie; - 'in pro¬ 
portion as the people become more intimately mixed with revol¬ 
utions they become less ferocious’ - ‘when, for the first time, the 
proletariat had acquired an effective share of authority it was less 
bloodthirsty than the bourgeoisie.’* We cannot remain content with 
the easy explanations which satisfied Drumont, but it is certain that 
something has changed since [i7jq3- We have to ask ourselves 
whether the ferocity of the old revolutionaries was not due to 
reasons depending on the past history of the bourgeoisie, so that in 
confusing the abuses of the revolutionary bourgeois force of [i7]93 
with the violence of our revolutionary syndicalists a grave error 
would be committed: the word revolutionary would, in this case, 
have two perfectly distinct meanings. 

The Third Estate, which filled the assemblies in the revolutionary 
epoch and may be called the official Third Estate, was not a body 
of agriculturalists and leaders of industry: power was never in the 
hands of manufacturers but in the hands of legal people. Taine was 
very much struck by the fact that out of 577 deputies of the Third 
Estate in the Constituent Assembly, there were 373 'unknown bar¬ 
risters and lawyers of a minor order, notaries, King’s attorneys, 
court-roll commissioners, judges and recorders of the presidial 
bench, bailiffs and lieutenants of a district, simple practitioners shut 
up since their youth within the narrow circle of a mediocre jurisdic¬ 
tion or the routine of continual scribbling, without any other escape 
than philosophical wanderings through imaginary spaces under the 
guidance of Rousseau and Raynal’.’ We have some difficulty now¬ 
adays in understanding the importance that lawyers possessed in 
pre-revolutionary France; but a multitude of jurisdictions existed; 
property owners were extremely punctilious in going to law about 
questions which today appear to us as of minor importance but 
which seemed of enormous importance to them on account of the 

“ [ffippolyte] Taine, La Revolflwn, I [L’Anarcht (Paris. Hachette. 1878)!, p. 155 - 
[Guillaume Rayual (i 713-96); historian and editor of the Memri de Fraiur, his 
best-known work was Hislotre pkilosophuiue ei dcs ^mbiissemenn et du com¬ 

merce (U$ Europiem dam les deux Mes (1770) This ran to oier fifty editions ^fore 
the end of the century and strongly criticized the colonial activities of the Luro- 
pean powers ] 
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dovetailing of feudal law with the law of property; functionaries of 
the judicial order were found everywhere and they enjoyed the 
greatest prestige with the people. 

This class brought to the Revolution a great deal of administrat¬ 
ive capacity; it was owing to them that the country was able to pass 
easily through the crisis which shook it for ten years and that Napo¬ 
leon was able to reconstruct regular administrative services so rap¬ 
idly; but this class also brought a mass of prejudices which caused 
those of its representatives who occupied high positions to commit 
grave errors. It is impossible, for example, to understand the behav¬ 
iour of Robespierre if we compare him to the politicians of today; 
we must always see in him the serious lawyer, taken up with his 
duties, anxious not to tarnish the professional honour of an orator 
of the bar; moreover, he had literary leanings and was a disciple of 
Rousseau. He had scruples about legality which astonish the his¬ 
torians of today; when he was obliged to take important decisions 
and to defend himself before the Convention, he showed a sim¬ 
plicity chat bordered on stupidity. The famous law of the 22nd 
Prairial,' with which he has so often been reproached and which 
gave so rapid a pace to the revolutionary courts, is the masterpiece 
of his type of mind: the whole of the ancien regime is found m it, 
expressed in clear-cut formulas. 

One of the fundamental ideas of the ancien regime had been the 
emplovment of the penal procedure to ruin any power which was 
an obstacle to the monarchy. It seems that in all primitive societies 
the penal law, at its inception, was a protection granted to the chief 
and to a few privileged persons whom he honoured with special 
favour; it is only much later that the legal power serves to safeguard 
indiscriminately the persons and the goods of all the mhabiunts of 
a country. The Middle Ages being a return to the customs of very 
ancient times, it was natural that they should reproduce exceedingly 
archaic ideas about justice and that the courts of justice should 
come to be considered primarily as instruments of royal greamess. 
An historical accident happened to favour the extraordinary 

' This law authorized the arresi of anyone who 'either by iheir condua, *cir con- 
la<ts, their words or their writings, showed themselves to be supporters of tyranny, 
of federalism or to be enemies of liberty’ This sweeping law prepared the way lor 
widespread repression. 
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development of this theory of criminal administration. The Inqui¬ 
sition furnished a model for courts which, set in motion on very 
slight pretexts, prosecuted people who embarrassed authority, with 
great persistence, and made it impossible for them to harm the 
latter. The royal State borrowed from the Inquisition many of its 
procedures and nearly always followed the same principles. 

The Crown constantly demanded of its courts of law that they 
should work for the enlargement of its territory; it seems strange to 
us today that Louis XIV should have had annexations proclaimed 
by commissions of magistrates; but he was following established 
practice; many of his predecessors had used the Parlement to con¬ 
fiscate feudal manors for veiy' arbitrary motives. Justice, which 
seems to us today to be created to secure the prosperity of pro¬ 
duction and to permit its free and constantly widening develop¬ 
ment, seemed previously to have the task of securing the greatness 
of the monarchy: its essential atm 0is not the adntinistralion of justice 
but the welfare of the State. 

It was very difficult to establish strict discipline in the services 
set up by the monarchy for war and administration; enquiries had 
continually to be carried out in order to punish unfaithful and dis¬ 
obedient employees; for this purpose, kings employed men taken 
from their courts of law; thus they came to confuse acts of disciplin¬ 
ary surveillance with the repression of crimes. Lawyers must trans¬ 
form everything according to their habits of mind; in this way, neg¬ 
ligence, ill will or carelessness became revolt against authority, 
crime or treason, 

The Revolution piously inherited this tradition, and gave an 
importance to imaginary crimes which was all the greater because 
its political courts of law functioned in the midst of a population 
maddened by the seriousness of the peril; it seemed quite natural 
to explain the defeats of generals by criminal intentions and to 
guillotine people who had not been able to realize hopes fostered 
by a public opinion that had often returned to the superstitions of 
childhood. Our penal code still contains not a few paradoxical art¬ 
icles dating from this time; today it is not easy to undersund how 
a citizen can be seriously accused of plotting or of keeping up a 
correspondence with foreign powers or their agents in order to 
induce them to begin hostilities or to enter into war with France or 
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to provide them with the means to do so, Such a crime supposes 
that the State can be imperilled by the act of one person; this 
appears scarcely credible to us.'" 

Trials against enemies of the king were always carried out in 
an exceptional manner; the procedures were simplified as much as 
possible; flimsy proofs which would not have sufficed for ordinary 
crimes were accepted; the intention was to make a terrible and pro¬ 
foundly intimidating example. Ail of this is to be found again in 
Robespierre’s legislation. The law of the 22nd Prairial contents itself 
with rather vague definitions of political crime, so as not to let any 
enemy of the Revolution escape; and the kinds of proof required 
are worthy of the purest tradition of the aneien regime and of the 
Inquisition; ‘The proof necessary to condemn the enemies of the 
people is any kind of document, material, moral, verbal or written, 
which can naturally obtain the assent of any just and reasonable 
mind. Juries in giving their verdict should be guided by what love 
of their country indicates to their conscience; their aim is the tfi- 
umpk of the Republic and the rum of its enemies.’ In this wlebrated 
rerrorist law we have the strongest expression of the doctrine of the 
State.'’ 

The philosophy of the eighteenth century rendered these 
methods still more formidable. It professed, in fact, to formulate a 
return to natural law; humanity had been, till then, corrupted by 
the fault of a small number of people whose interest it had been to 
deceive it; but the means of returning to the principles of primitive 
goodness, of truth and of justice had at last been discovered; all 
opposition to so excellent a reform, one so easy to apply and so 
certain of success, was the most criminal act imaginable; the inno¬ 
vators were resolved to show themselves inexorable in destroying 
the evil influence which bad citizens might exercise for the purpose 
of hindering the regeneration of humanity. Indulgence was a culp¬ 
able weakness, for it amounted to nothing less than the sacrifice of 
the happiness of the many to the caprices of incorrigible people 
who gave proof of an incomprehensible obstinacy, who refused to 
recognize evidence and who only lived on lies. 


Yet this was the article that was applied to Dreyfus without anybody, moreover, 
having attempted to prove that France had been in danger. 

" Even detLs of this law can only be explained by companng them with the 
rules of the old penal law. 
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From the Inquisition to the political justice of the monarchy, and 
from this to the revolutionary tribunals, there was a constant pro¬ 
gress towards greater arbitrariness in laws, the extension of the use 
of force and the amplification of authority. For some considerable 
time the Church had felt doubts about the value of the exceptional 
methods practised by its inquisitors.'^ The monarchy, especially 
when it had achieved its full maturity, was troubled with very few 
scruples about the matter; but the Revolution displayed the scandal 
of its supersddous cult of the State in the full light of day. 

A reason of an economic kind gave to the State at that dme a 
strength that the Church had never possessed. At the beginning of 
the modem age, governments, by their maritime expeditions and 
the encouragement they gave to industry, had played a very great 
part in production; but in the eighteenth century this part had 
become exceptionally important in the minds of theorists. At the 
time people had their heads full of great projects; they conceived 
kingdoms as vast companies undertaking to cultivate new lands and 
they made efforts to ensure the good working of these companies. 
Thus the State was the God of the reformers. ‘They desired’, wrote 
Tocqueville, ‘to borrow the authority of the central power and to 
use it to break up and to remake everything according to a new 
plan which they have conceived themselves: the central power alone 
appeared to them capable of accomplishing such a task. The power 
of the State must be limitless, as are its rights; all that is necessary 
is to persuade the State to make suitable use of its power.”’ The 
physiocrats’ seemed ready to sacrifice individuals to the genera! 
go^; they had no great love of liberty and thought the idea of a 
balance of powers absurd; they hoped to convert the State; their 
system is ^fined by Tocqueville as ‘a democratic despotism’; the 
government would have been, in theory, the representative of 

Modern authors, by talcinj literally certain instructioiis of the Papacy, have bee# 
able to maintain that the Inquisition had been relatively indulgent, having regard 
to the customs of the rime. 

" [Alexis dc] Tocqueville, L'^den Segime ei k Rivditnon [Pans, Calnunn-Uvy, 
1866I, p. i». [See The Ancien Regmt and ikr French Revolution (London, Fon¬ 
tana, 1969), p. 95 ] 

‘ The physiocrats were eighteenth-century idvoates of the new science of political 
economy. They believed that land was the source of all wealth. 
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everybody, controlled by an enlightened public opinion; in practice, 
it was an absolute master,One of the things which most astonished 
Tocquevillc in the course of his studies of the ancien regime was the 
admiration felt by the physiocrats for China, which appeared to 
them as the model of good government because it was run exclus¬ 
ively by valets and clerks who were carefully catalogued and chosen 
by competition.'® 

Since the Revolution there has been such a dramatic upheaval of 
ideas that we have difficulty in understanding correctly the concep¬ 
tions of our fathers.'* The capitalist economic system has thrown 
full light on the extraordinary power of the individual; the confi¬ 
dence which the men of the eighteenth century had in the industrial 
capacities of the State appear puerile to everybody who has studied 
production elsewhere than in the insipid books of the sociologists, 
who still preserve very carefully the cult of the stupidities of the 
past; the law of nature has become an inexhaustible subject of 
amuseroent for people wbo have the slightest knowledge of history; 
the employment of the courts of law as a means of coercing a politi¬ 
cal adversary arouses universal indignation, whilst people with ordi¬ 
nary connmon sense hold that it ruins all judicial conceptions. 

Sumner Maine points out that the relationships between govern¬ 
ments and citizens have been completely overturned since the end 
of the eighteenth century; formerly the State was always supposed 
to be good and wise; consequendy, any attempt to hinder its 
working was looked upon as a grave offence; the liberal system, on 
the contrary, supposes that the citizen, left free, chooses Ixst 
outcome and that he exercises the first of his rights in criticizing 
the government, which has passed from the position of master to 
that of servant,” Maine does not say what is the reason for this 
transformation; the reason seems to me to be, above all, an economic 
one. In the new state of things, political crime is an act of simple 


'* Ibid , pp. 335-40. [See The Ancien Regime and the French Reveiunon, pp. 17^3 ] 
Ibid p 241. ISee The Ancien Regime and the French Revolulien, pp. 183-4 ] 

■' In the history of judiciil ideis in France, fiill consideraUon fflusi be given to the 
dividing up of bnded property, which, by maltiplymg the independent heads ot 
productive units, contributed more to the spread of judicial ideas among the 
masses than was ever done among the literate classes by the linest treaties on 

fSir°^niT| Sumner Maine, Emis sur U gouvenumenl French 

[Paris, Thorin, 1887], P- 20. [See Popular Goufjwww (London, J- Murray, 1884); 
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revolt which cannot carry with it disgrace of any kind and which is 
combated for reasons of prudence, but which no longer merits the 
name of crime for its author in no way resembles a criminal. 

We are not perhaps better, more human, more sensitive to the 
misfortunes of others than the men of [17)93; I should even be 
rather disposed to assert that the country is probably less moral 
than it was at that time; but we are no longer dominated to the same 
extent chat our fathers were by this superstition of the God-State, to 
which they sacrificed so many victims. The ferocity of the members 
of the National Convention is easily explained by the influence of 
the conceptions which the Third Estate derived from the detestable 
practices of the ancien regime. 


Ill 

It would be strange if the old ideas were completely dead; the 
Dreyfus affair showed us that the immense majority of the officers 
and the priests still conceived justice in the manner of the ancien 
regime and looked upon condemnations for reasons of State as quite 
natural.'* This should not surprise us, for these two types of people, 
never having any direct relationship with production, can under¬ 
stand nothing about law. The revolt of the enlightened public 
against the practices of the ministry of war was so great that for a 
moment it might have been believed that reasons of State would 
soon no longer be accepted (outside the two categories mentioned 
above) except by the readers of Le Petit Journal, whose mentality 
w'ould thus be characterized and shown to be much the same as that 
which existed a century ago.' By cruel experience, we know now, 
alas!, that the State still hid its high priests md its fervent advocates 
amongst the Dreyfusards. 

The Dreyfus affair was hardly over when the government of 
republican defence began another political prosecution in the name 


'* The extraordinary and illegal severity which was brought to bear m the application 
of the penalty is explained by the fact that the aim of the tnal wm to temty 
certain spies who, by their situation, were out of reach; whether Dreyfus w* 
guUty or not troubled his accusers link; the essential thing vras to prrtect the 
State from treadiery and to reassure the French people, who w 
the fear of war. 

' Le Pelil Joumat-wii a popular nevrspaper founded in i86j. 


c maddened by 
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of reasons of State and accumulated almost as many lies as the army 
general staff had accumulated in the trial of Dreyfus. No serious 
person today can doubt that the great plot for which Deroulede, 
Buffet and Lur-Saluces were condemned was an invention of the 
police;" the siege of what has been called the Fort Chabrol was 
arranged in order to make Parisians believe that they had been on 
the eve of a civil war. The victims of this judicial crime were 
granted an amnesty but the amnesty should not have sufficed; if the 
Dreyfusards had been sincere they should have demanded that the 
Senate recognize the scandalous error which the lies of the pdice 
had caused it to conninit; 1 believe that, on the contrary, they seem 
to have found it in line with the principles of eternal justice to 
maintain for as long as possible a conviction founded on the most 
evident fraud. 

Jaures and many other eminent Dreyfusards commended General 
Andre and Combes for having organized a regular system of secret 
accusations. Kautsky strongly reproached him for his conduct; the 
German writer demanded that socialism should not continue to rep¬ 
resent ‘the wretched practices of the bourgeois Republic* as grwt 
democratic actions, and that it should remain ‘faithful to the prin¬ 
ciple which declares that the informer is the worst kind of 
rascal’fLff Debats, 13 November 1904). The saddest thing about 
this affair is that jaurfei asserted that Colonel Hartmann (who pro¬ 
tested against the system of secret reports) had himself emptoyed 
similar methods.” The latter wrote to him; ‘I pity you that you 
have come to defend todav and by such means the guilty acts which, 
with us you condemned a few years ago; I pity you that you should 


" In L'Huma«U, .7 November 1904, there is a letter from P*"* 

Vazeilles declaring that nothing of this kind can be imputed to Colonel 
Jaures follows this letter with a strai^e commentary: he co"S'd«'? ^ 

mformers acted in perfect good faith and he regrets that the colond shod^e 
orovided ‘imprudently, further matter for the systemanc campaign of ^ teacnon 
Lry newspapers’. Jaures has no suspiaon that this commen^ made own c^ 
^Ch worsTitd that it was not unworthy of a disc^-le of Escobar. [See L Inc.d- 
ml Hartmann’, L’Humamie, 17 November 1904.] 

- Paul DProdiJ. (i8*6-.gi4) 1 «< 1 » »f H' I-'gut < 1 “ ritrioiei, in iSwJ” « 

* Third R^ublic. Th. =•■>« * 

royalist cause and were put on trial with Deroulede. All three were sent into exi 
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believe yourself obliged to make die republican regime responsible 
for the vile proceedings of the police spies who dishonour it’ {Les 
Dehats, 5 November 1904). 

Experience has always shown us hitherto that our revolutionaries 
plead reasMis of State as soon as they get into power, that they then 
employ police methods and look upon justice as a weapon which 
they may use unfairly against their enemies. Parliamenury socialists 
do not esape diis universal rule; they preserve the old cult of the 
State; they are therefore prepared to commit all the misdeeds of the 
ancien regime and of tile Revolution. 

A fine collection of unpleasant political maxims might be composed 
by going through Jaures’ Histoire sociatiste: 1 have never had the 
patience to read the 1,824 P®?®® devoted to the story of the Revol¬ 
ution between 10 August 1792 and tiie fall of Robespierre; I have 
simply turned over the pages of this tedious book and have seen that 
it contained a mixture of philosophy at times worthy of M[onsieur] 
Pantabn" and a policy fitting a purveyor to the guillotine. For a 
long time I had concluded that Jaurra would be capable of every 
ferocity against the vanquished; I saw that I was not mistaken; but 
I would not have thought that he was capable of so much platitude: 
in his eyes the vanquished are always in the wrong and victory 
fascinates our great defender of eternal justice so much that he is 
ready to consent to every proscription demanded of him. ‘Revol¬ 
utions’, he says, ‘claim from a man the most frightful sacrifices, not 
only of his rest, not only of his life but of human tenderness and 
pity.’“ Why write so much, then, about the inhumanity of the 
executioners of Dreyfus? They also sacrificed ‘human tenderness’ 
to what appeared to them to be the safety of the country. 

A few years ago, the republicans were extremely indignant with 
the comte de VogUe" who, when receiving Hanouux'' into the Acad- 
emie Fran^aise, called the coup d'etat of 1851 'a somewhat harsh 

“ J[eaa] Jaures, La Convention [Paris, Jules Rouff, iQoi, II], p. 1732. 

^ Monsieur Pantalon is a name derived from the sevenieenih-cencury schwl of Ital¬ 
ian comedy; it is meant 10 indicate the combination of the faracal and the 
burlesque- j • i, 

° Eugene-Mekhior, vitomte de Vogue (1848-1910); novelist and wnter, mown 
especially for his studies of Russian literature. 

^ Gabriel Hanotaux (1853-1941); diplomat and historian. 
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police operation'.^' Jiures, taught by revolutionary history, now 
reasons in exactly the same way as the jovial vicomte;“ he praises, 
for example, ‘the policy of vigour and of wisdom' that consisted 
of forcing the Cionvention to expel the Girondins ‘with a certain 
appearance of legality’.” 

The massacres of September 1792'' are a little embarrassing for 
him; legality is not very' evident here, but he has big words and bad 
reasons for every wretched cause; the behaviour of Danton" was not 
very worthy of admiration at the time of these sad events, but Jaures 
has to excuse him because Danton was triumphant during this 
period. ‘He did not think that it was his duty as a revolutionary and 
patriotic minister to enter upon a struggle with these misgmded 
popular forces. How can we purify the metal of the bells when they 
are sounding the alarm of imperilled liberty It seems to me that 
Cavaignac might have explained his conduct in the Dreyfus affair 
in the same way: to the people who accused him of being hand in 
hand -with the anti-Semites he might have answered that his duty 
as a patriotic minister did not compel him to enter upon a struggle 
with the misguided populace and that when the safety of national 
defence is at stake we cannot purify the metal of the bells which are 
sounding the alarm of the country in danger. 

When he comes to the period when Camille Desmoulins' sought 
to stir up a movement of opinion capable of stopping the Terror, 


This was on 24 March 1898, at a particularly critical moment of the Dreyfus 
affair, when the nationabsis were demanding that agitators and enettlies of the 
army should be swept away. J[osephi Reinach says that De ^gUe ^ly mroed 
the army to begin again the work of 1851 {Hmotre de 1 affaire Dreyfia [Pans, 

Editions de la Revue Blanche, igot-ti]. Ill, p. 545 }- r l • 

“ De Vogue has the habit in his polemics of thanking his adversaries tw having 
given him much amusement; that is why I lake the liberty of calling him |Ovial, 
although his writings are rather sopurific. 

“ Jaurw, |ia Oouenuoir, I], p. 1434- 
/W., [ij, p. 1434 - 

1 At (he etid of August 1792 approximately 3,000 suspecied opponents of t^he Revol¬ 
ution were arrested. In ihe first week of September between i,ioo and 1,400 ot 
them were massacred in acts of popular justice. 

■ Geoigea-Jacques Danton (i 759 - 94 ). revolutiotiiry politiaan and leader of the 
govemmeni formed after the fall of the monarchy in 1792- ^ moderate, he was 
executed in 1794. - i- • 1 / 

' Camille Desmoulins (i 760^-9+); associate of Danson. it Kc 

Cardelurr, that he protested against the violent excesses of the Terror, for this he 
was himself executed. 
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Jaures speaks energetically against this attempt- He does acknowl¬ 
edge a few pages later on, however, that the system of the guillobne 
could not last forever; but Desmoulins, having succumbed, is wrong 
in the eyes of our humble worshipper of success. Jaures accuses 
the author of Le Vieux Cordelier of forgetting the conspiracies, the 
treasons, the corruptions and all the dreams with which the terror¬ 
ists fed their infatuated imaginations; he even had the irony to speak 
of ‘free France’ and pronounced this sentence worthy of a Jacobin 
pupil of Joseph Pnidhomme:' ‘The knife of Desmoulins was chis¬ 
elled with an incomparable art; but he planted it at the heart of the 
Revolution’.^' When Robespierre no longer commands the majority 
in the Qjnvention he is, as a matter of course, put to death by the 
other terrorists by virtue of the legitimate workings of the parlia¬ 
mentary institutions of the day; but to appeal to mere ptdiltc opinion 
against the leaders of the government, that was Desmoulins’ ‘crime’. 
His crime was also that committed by Jaures at the time he 
defended Eh-eyfus against the great leaders of the army and the 
government; how many times has not Jaures been accused of com¬ 
promising the national defence? But that time is a long way back; 
aid our orator had then not yet tasted the advantages of power and 
did not possess a theory of the State as ferocious as that which he 
possesses today. 

I think that I have said sufficient to enable me to conclude that if, 
by chance, our parliamentary socialists come to power they will 
prove themselves worthy successors of the Inquisition, of the ancien 
regime and of Robespierre; political courts will be at work on a large 
scale and we may even suppose that the unfortunate law of 1848 
which abolished the death penalty for political matters will be repe¬ 
aled, Thanks to this reform we might again see the Slate triumphing 
by the hand of the executioner. 

Proletarian aas of violence have no resemblance to these pro¬ 
scriptions; they are purely and simply acts of war; they have the 
value of military manoeuvres and serve to mark the separation of 


' A character created by the caricaturist Henri Monnier, meant to signify the 
perous self-eontented bourgeois of the July Monarchy (1S30-48) snd 
all, for his platitudes on all subjects. 
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classes. Everything in war is carried out without hatred and without 
the spirit of revenge; in war the vanquished are not killed; non- 
combatants are not made to bear the consequences of the disap¬ 
pointments which the armies may have experienced on the field of 
battle;^* force is then displayed according to its own nature, without 
ever professing to borrow anything from the judicial proceedings 
which society sets up against criminals. 

The more syndicalism develops by abandoning the old super¬ 
stitions which come to it, via the men of letters, professors of philos¬ 
ophy and historians of the Revolution, from the ancim regime and 
from the Church, the more will social conflicts assume the character 
of simple struggle similar to those of armies on campaign. We 
cannot censure too severely those who teach the people that they 
ought to carry out we know not what highly idealistic decrees of a 
progressive justice. They work to maintain those ideas about the 
State which provoked the bloody acts of [17)931 whilst the ida of 
class struggle, on the contrary, tends to refine the conception of 
violence. 


IV 

Syndicalism in France is engaged in an intimilitarist campaign that 
shows clearly the immense distance which separates it from parlia¬ 
mentary socialism in its conception of the State. Many newspapers 
believe that this is merely an exaggerated humanitarian movement, 
provoked by the articles of Herve; this is a great error. We would 
be mistaken in believing that it was merely a protest against the 
harshness of discipline, the length of military service or the pr«- 
ence, in the higher ranks, of officers hostile to existing political 
institutions;” these are the reasons which led many members of the 
bourgeoisie to applaud declamations against the army at the time of 


** I bring to notice here a fact which is perhaps not vwy well known: the Span^ 
war at the rime of Napoleon was the occasion of innumerable atrocities, but 
Colonel LafMIe says that in Catalwiia the murders and the cruelties were never 
commirted by Spanish soldiers who had been enlisted for some time and who had 
become familiar with correct behaviour in war. [Mimoirts sur Its cempagMS it 
Catalagiu de 1808 i Anselinei Pochard, iflaril, pp.i^-i). 

” According to Joseph Reinach, an error was made after thejwr in giving too mu^ 
power to the former students of the military schools; the old nobility and the 
Catholic party were thus able to monopolize the high command. 
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the Dreyfus affair, but they are not the reasons of the syndicalists. 

The army is the clearest and the most tangible of all the possible 
manifestations of the State and the one which is most firmly connec¬ 
ted to its origins. The syndicalists do not propose to reform the 
State, as the men of the eighteenth century did; they want to 
destroy it,“ because they wish to realize this idea of Marx’s: the 
socialist revolution ought not to culminate in the replacement of 
one governing minority by another.” The syndicalists outline their 
doctrine still more clearly when they give it a more ideological 
aspect and declare themselves antipatriotic - following the example 
of the Cornnunist Manifesto. 

On this issue, it is impossible that there should be the slightest 
understanding between the syndicalists and the official socialists; 
the htter speak of breaking up everything, but they attack the men 
in power rather than power itself; they hope to possess the force of 
tbe State and they are aware that, on the day that they control the 
government, they will need to have an army; they will carry on 
foreign politics and, consequently, they in their turn will have to 
praise the feeling of devotion for the homeland. 

The parliamentary socialists fully understand that antipatriotism 
is strongly held in the hearts of the socialist workers and they make 
great efforts to reconcile the irreconcilable; they are anxious not to 
oppose too strongly ideas to which the proletariat has become 
attached, but at the same time they cannot abandon their cherished 
State, which promises them so much enjoyment. They have stooped 
to the most comical oratorical acrobacics in order to get over the 
difficulty. For instance, after the sentence of the Court of Assizes of 
the Seine, condemning Herve and the antimilitarisls, the National 
Council of the socialist party passed a resolution condemning this 
‘verdict of hate and fear’, declaring that a class justice could not 
respect ‘liberty of opinion’, protesting against the employment of 
troops in strikes and affirming ‘resolutely the necessity for action 
and for an international undersmding among the workers for the 


'* ’The society which will organize production on the baas rf » and equal 
association of producers will transport the whole machinery of Ae State to whw 
its place will be henceforward - in the museum of anoqiuties^y the side Ot the 
spinning wheel and the bronze age’: {[Friedrich] Engels, Lts Onpms de l» soctili, 

French Bans. [Paris, Jacques, n.d.), p.aSi. „ . ,, 

U Mamfesie tians. [Charles] Andler [Pans, G. Bellau, 1901]- 1 P- J9- 
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suppressioa of war’ {Le Socialiste^ 20 January 1906)- All this is very 
clever but the fundamental question is avoided. 

Thus it cannot any longer be contested chat there is an absolute 
opposition between revolutionary syndicalism and the State; in 
France this opposition lakes the particularly harsh form of anripatri- 
otism, because the politicians have devoted all their skill to spread¬ 
ing confusion in the people’s minds about the essence of socialisro- 
On the issue of patriotism there can be no compromises and half¬ 
way positions; it is therefore here that the syndicalists have been 
forced to take a stand when the bourgeois of every description have 
employed ail their powers of seduction to corrupt socialism and to 
distance the workers from the revolutionary idea. They have been 
led to deny the idea of patriotism by one of the necessities that are 
always encountered in the course of history,^ and which philos¬ 
ophers sometimes have great difficulty in explaining - because the 
choice is imposed by external conditions and not freely made for 
reasons drawn from the nature of things. This character of historical 
necessity gives to the existing anripatriotic movement a strength 
which it would be useless to attempt to dissimulate by means of 
sophistries.^' 

We have the right to conclude from this that syndicalist violence, 
perpetrated in the course of strikes by proleurians who desire the 
overthrow of the Stale, must not be confused with the acts of sav¬ 
agery which the superstition of the State suggested to the revol¬ 
utionaries of [i7]93 when they had power in their hands and were 
able to oppress the conquered - following the principles which they 
had received from the Church and from the monarchy. We have 
the right to hope that a socialist revolution carried out by pure 
syndicalists would not be defiled by the abominations which sullied 
the bourgeois revolutions. 


* After the trial of Herve, Daudet wrote: ‘Those who follow^ thew dehaies 
were thrilled by the theatrical lestimonies of the secretaries of the sy’uitcats: La 
ii*re foro/e, 11 December 1005. ,, , , 

" yet Jaures had the audacity CO declare in the Chamber on 11 May 1^7 that there 
was only ‘on the surface of the workers’ movsnent a few paradojical and out^- 
PW formulas which originated, not from the negation of tte homeland, but from 
cotideninaiioi. of the abuse to which the word and the 

I.anguage like this could only have been used before an assembly that is completely 
ignorant of the worken' movement. 



IV The proletarian strike 

I. The confusion of parliannentary socialism and the clarity of the 
general strike. - Myths in history, ' Experimental proof of the value 
of the general strike. 

II. Research carried out to perfect Marxism. - Means of throwing 
light upon it, starting from the general strike: class struggle; - prep- 
antion for the revolution and absence of utopias; - irrevocable 
characrer of the revolution. 

III. Scientific prejudices against the general strike; doubts about 
sciertce. - The clear and obscure parts in thought. - Economic 
incompetence of parliaments. 


I 

Every time that we attempt to obuin an exact conception of the 
ideas behind proletarian violence we are forced to go back to the 
notion of the general strike; but this same notion may provide many 
other services and throw an unexpected light on all the other 
obscure parts of socialism. In the last pages of the firsc chapter I 
compared the general strike to the Napoleonic battle which defini¬ 
tively crushes an adversary; this comparison will help us to under- 
sund the ideological role of the general strike. 

When today’s military writers discuss the new methods of war 
necessitated by the employment of troops infinitely more numerous 
than those of Napoleon and equipped with weapons much more 
deadly than those of the time, they nevertheless imagine that wars 
will be decided in Napoleonic battles. The new tactics proposed 
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must fit into the drama Napoleon had conceived; no doubt the 
detailed development of the combat will be quite different from 
what it used to be; but (he end must always be the catastrophic 
defeat of the enemy. The methods of military instruction are 
intended to prepare the soldier for this great and terrible action in 
which everybody must be prepared to take part at the first signal. 
From the highest to the lowest, the members of a really solid army 
always have in mind this catastrophic outcome of international 
conflicts. 

The revolutionary syndicats argue about socialist action in exactly 
the same way as the military writers argue about war; they enclose 
the whole of socialism in the general strike; they look upon every 
combination as one that should culminate in this faa; they see in 
each strike a model, a test, a preparation for the great final upheaval. 

The nem school, which calls itself Marxist, syndicalist and revol¬ 
utionary, declared in favour of the idea of the general snike as soon 
as it became clearly conscious of the true sense of its own doarine, 
of the consequences of its activity and of its own originality. It was 
thus led to break with the old official, utopian and political coteries 
that held the general strike in horror and, in stark contrast, to 
launch itself into the true movement of the revolutionary prolet¬ 
ariat - which, for a long time, had made adherence to the general 
strike the lest by means of which the soaalism of the workers was 
distinguished from that of the amateur revolutionaries. 

Parliamentary socialists can only have a great influence if, 
through the use of a very confus^ language, they can impose 
themselves on very diverse groups; they must have working-class 
constituents simple enough to allow themselves to be duped by 
high-sounding phrases about the future collectivism; they are coin- 
pelled to represent themselves as profound philosophers to stupid 
members of the bourgeoisie who wish to appear well ioformed about 
social questions; it is very necessary for them to be able to exploit 
rich people who think that they are earning the gratitude of 
humanity by taking shares in the enterprises of political socialism. 
This influence is founded upon gibteiish and our great men 
endeavour, sometimes only too successfully, to spread confusion 
among the ideas of their readers; they detest the pneral smkc 
because all the propaganda surrounding it is too socialistic to please 
philanthropists. 
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In the mouths of these would-be representatives of the proletariat 
all socialist formulas lose their real sense. The class struggle still 
remains the great principle, but it must be subordinated to national 
solidarity.' Internationalism is an article of faith about which the 
most moderate declare themselves ready to take the most solemn 
oaths; but patriotism also imposes sacred duties.^ The emancipation 
of the workers must be the work of the workers themselves, as their 
newspapers tell us every day, but real emancipation consists in 
voting for a professional politician, in securing for him the means 
of obtaining a comfortable situation, in subjecting oneself to a 
leader. In the end the State must disappear and they are very careful 
not to dispute what Engels has written on the subject; but this 
disappearance will take place only in a future so far distant that one 
must prepare oneself for it by using the State, meanwhile, as a 
means of allowing politicians to gorge themselves; and the best 
means of bringing about the disappearance of the State consists in 
strengthening temporarily the goveminental machine. Gribouille, 
who threw himself into the water in order to escape gening wet in 
the rain, would not have reasoned otherwise. And so on and so on. 


Whole pages could be filled with the outlines of the contradictory, 
comical and quack arguments which form the substance of the har¬ 
angues of our great men; nothing embarrasses them and they know 
how to combine, in pompous, impetuous and nebulous speeches, 
the most absolute intransigence with the most supple opportunism. 
A learned exponent of socialism has maintained that the art of 
reconciling opposites by means of nonsense is the most obvious 
result of his study of the works of Marx.^ I confess my extreme 


' L< Petit Pansien, which makes a speciality of addressing socialUt and working-class 
questions, warned strikers on 31 March 1^7, that they “must never imagine that 
they are aWe the duties of social solidarity’. 

‘ Ai dw time when the antimiliurists were beginning to occupy public attOTtwa 
L< Petit fariiien was distinguished by its patriotism: on 8 1905, it pul> 

lished articles on 'The sacred duty’ and ‘The worship of the Tricolour Flag which 
has carried our glories and oar liberties all over the world’; on i January 1906 it 
congratulated the iury of the Seine, arguing: ‘The flag has been avenged for the 
insults flung by its detranors on this noble emblem. When it is cmed through 
the streets it is saluted. The jury has done more than bow to it. they have pthered 
round it with respect.’ This is certainly a very cautious sorolism 
’ Two motions had been discussed at length by the National Council, one prqwsmg 
that departmental federations should be invited to enter the electoral struggle 
wherever it was possible, the other that candidates should be put forward 
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incompetence in these difficult matters; moreover, I make no claim 
whatever to be counted among the people upon whom politicians 
confer the title of learned; yet I cannot easily bring myself to admit 
that this is the sum and substance of Marxist philosophy. 

The controversy between Jaures and Cleraenceau demonstrates 
quite incontestably that our parliamentary socialists can succeed in 
imposing themselves upon the public only through their gibberish 
and that, as a result of continually deceiving their readers, they have 
finally lost all sense of honest discussion. In L'Aurore of 4 Sep¬ 
tember 1905, Clemenceau accuses Jaures of muddling the minds 
of his suf^rtCTS ‘with metaphysical subtleties into which they are 
incapable of following him’; there is nothing to object to in this 
accusation, save the use of the word ‘meuphysical’; Jaures is no 
more a metaphysician than he is a lawyer or an astronomer. In the 
issue of 26 October, Clemenceau proves that his opponent possesses 
‘the art of falsifying his texts’ and he ends by saying: ‘It seemed to 
me instructive to expose certain polemical practices which we 
wrongly supposed to be the monopoly of the Jesuits.” 


Against this noisy, garrulous and lying socialism, which is exploited 
by ambitious people of every description, which amuses a few buf¬ 
foons and is admired by decadents, stands revolutionary syndical¬ 
ism, which endeavours, on the contrary, to leave nothing in a sute 
of indecision; its ideas are honestly expressed, without trickery and 
without insinuation; no attempt is made to dilute doctrines by a 
stream of confused commenuries. Syndicalism strives to employ 
methods of expression which throw a full light on things, which 
put them exactly in the place assigned to them by their nature, and 
which bring out the whole value of the forces in play. Opposition, 
instead of being glossed over, must be thrown into sharp relief if 
we are to follow syndicalist thinking; the groups that are struggling 
against each other must be shown to be as separate as possible; 
finally, the movements of the revolting masses are presented so as 
to make a deep and lasting impression on the souls of the rebels. 


evetywhert. One member got up »nd slid: ‘I ^ould be glad of your earnest 
attention, for the argument which I am about to state may at first sight a^r 
strange and paradoxical. [These two motions] are wf irrecont^le, if we try to 
solve Che cwimdiaion according to the mitral Marxnt 
fonvaJicliiKi': U Soctaiale, 7 October 1905. It that nobody understood. 

And, in fact, it was uninrelligible. 

■ For Jaures' reply see Ripti(iu4 d Cimenciau {Paris, Editions de I'Humanite, 1906). 
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Ordinary language could not produce the$e result$ in any very 
certain manner; appeal must be made to collections of images 
which, taken together and through tniutlion alone, before any con¬ 
sidered analyses are made, are capable of evoking the mass of senti¬ 
ments which correspond to the different manifestations of the war 
undertaken by socialism against modern society. The syndicalists 
solve this problem perfectly by concentrating the whole of socialism 
in the drama of the general strike; there is thus no longer any place 
for the reconciliation of opposites through the nonsense of ojfiaal 
thinkers; everything is clearly mapped out, so that only one 
interpretation of socialism is possible. This method has all the 
advantages that integral knowledge has over analysis, according to 
the doctrine of Bergson; and perhaps it might be possible to cite 
many other examples which would demonstrate equally well the 
worth of the famous professor’s doctrines.'* 

The possibility of the actual realization of the general strike has 
been much discussed; it has been stated that the socialist war could 
not be decided in one single battle; to the practical and scientific 
wise men it seems that the difficulty of setting the great mass of the 
proletariat in motion at the same time would be prodigious; the 
difficulties of detail which such an enormous struggle would present 
have been analysed. It is the opinion of the socialist-sociologists, as 
also of the politicians, that the general strike is a popular dream 
characteristic of the beginnings of the working-class movement; 
cited is the authority of Sidney Webb, who has decreed that the 
general strike is an illusion of youth,^ of which the English work¬ 
ers - whom the practitioners of serious science have so often pre¬ 
sented to us as the depositories of the true conception of the 
working-class movement - soon rid themselves. 

That the general strike is not popular in contemporary England 
is a poor argument to bring against the historical significance of the 
idea, for the English are distinguished by an extraordinary lack of 
understanding of the class struggle; their ideas have remained very 


‘ The nature of these articles will not allow of any long discussion of this subject; 
but J believe that if would be possible tc develop still further the application or 
Bergson’s ideas to the theor,- of the general strike Movement, in fergson^ 
philosophy, is looked upon as an undivided whole; which leads us precisely to the 

catastrophic conception of socialism. 

’ [lean] Bourdeau, L’Evoktion du tioalismc (Pans, .Alcan, 190O, p.ayi- [Sidney 
Webb (t85p-i047>; Fabian socialist, author of numerous books and pamphlets, 
including The History of Trade Ummism {liqi) and Miisinal J)emocra<y {1^2).^ 
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much dominated by medieval influences; the guild, privileged or at 
least protected by the law, still seems to them the ideal of working- 
class organization; it is for England that the term morking-ciass aris¬ 
tocracy, as 3 name for the trade unionists, was invented and, as a 
matter of fact, trade unionism pursues the acquisition of legal privi¬ 
leges.* We might therefore say that the aversion felt by England for 
the general strike should be looked upon as strong presumptive 
evidence in favour of the latter by all those who look upon the class 
struggle as the essence of socialism. 

Moreover, Sidney Webb avjoys a reputation for competence that 
is much exaggerated; he has had the merit of wading through 
uninteresting documents and has had the patience to produce one 
of the most extremely indigestible compilations on the history of 
trade unionism that exists; but he has a mind of the narrowest 
description which could only impress people unaccustomed to 
reflection.' Xhose people who introduced hiS fame into France knew 
nothing at all about socialism; and if he is really in the first rank of 
contemporary authors of economic history, as bis translator affirms, 
it is because the intellectual level of these historians is rather low, 
moreover, many examples show us that it is possible to be a most 
illustrious professional historian and yet possess a mind something 
less than medioae. 

Neither do I attach any importance to the objections made to the 
general strike based on considerations of a practical order; to want 
to construct hypotheses about the nature of the stru^les of the 
future and the means of suppressing capitalism, on the model fur¬ 
nished by historical accounts, is a return to the old methods of the 
Utopians. There is no process by which the future can be predicted 


* This is seen, for efforts made by the trade unions to obtain laws 

absolving them from the civil responsibilities of their actions. [Sorel uses the 
English ‘trade union’ in this passage and footnote.] - 

■ [Gabriel] Tarde could never understand the reputatioti entoyed by Sidney Webb, 
who seemed to him to be a worthless scribbler. 

' rAlbert] MStin, U Sxialune en Angteum [Pans, Alcan. 1901], p. 210. "^is wnier 
received from the government a ctnifuaie ofmiatym-, 

commissiotier-gencral at the Saint-Louis exhibition said: M. Mctin is ammated 
by the best democratic spirit; he is an excellent republiun; ke 0 nw a sccaiisi 
whom working-dass organizaiioiu should welcome as a fnend {Assoctanm 
riire 30 July 1904). An amusing study could be made of the per^swho 
certifiLtes of this kind given to them either by the government, the Musee Socal, 
or the cteil-infomed press. 
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scientifically, nor even one which enables us to discuss whether one 
hypothesis about it is better than another; innumerable memorable 
examples have shown that the greatest men have committed pro¬ 
digious errors in thus desiring to make predictions about even the 
least distant futures.^ 

And yet we are unable to act without leaving the present, without 
considering the future, which seems forever condemned to escape 
our reason. Experience shows that the framing of she future in some 
irukterminate time may, when it is done in a certain way, be very 
effective and have few inconveniences; this happens when it is a 
question of myths, in which are found all the strongest inclinations 
of a people, of a party or of a class, inclinations which recur to the 
mind with the insistence of instincts in all the circumstances of life, 
•and which give an aspect of complete reality to the hopes of 
immediate action upon which the reform of the will is founded. We 
know that these social myths in no way prevent a man from knowing 
how to profit from the observations he makes in the course of his 
life and form no obstacle to the pursuit of his normal occupations,” 

The truth of this can be shown by numerous examples. 

The first Christians expected the return of Christ and the total 
ruin of the pagan world, with the inauguration of the kingdom of 
the saints, at the end of the first generation. The catastrophe did 
not come to pass, but Christian thought profited so greatly from 
the apocalyptic myth that certain contemporary scholars maintain 
that the whole preaching of Christ referred solely to this one 
point." - The hopes that Luther and Calvin had formed of the 
religious exaltation of Europe were by no means realized; very 
quidtly these fathers of the Reformation seemed men of a past era; 
for present-day Protestants they belong rather to the Middle Ages 
than to modem times, and the problems which troubled them most 
occupy very littk place in contemporary Protestantism. Must we for 
that reason deny the immense result that came from their dreams 
of Christiai renovation? - We can readily admit that the real 


♦ The errors committed by M»rx are numerous and swnecimes enormous («f. 
Gleorgesl Sorel, Saggi dt cntica del narxismo [Palermo, Sandron, 190^], pp. 5‘ 7)- 
It has often been remarked that English and American securians, whose rel.pou^ 
exatotba was fed by apocalyptic myths, were often none the less very practical 


" l^the present time this doctrine occupies an imporiant place in German eiegesi: 
it was introduced into France by the Abbe Loisy. 
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developments of the Revolution did not in any way resemble the 
enchantinfT pictures which created the enthusiasm of its first 
adherents; but without those pictures would the Revolution have 
been victorious? The myth was heavily mixed up with utopias,'^ 
because it had been formed by a society passionately fond ofimagina- 
tive literature, full of confidence in the liltle science and very little 
acquainted with the economic history of the past. These utopias came 
to nothing; but it may be asked if the Revolution was not a much more 
profound transformation than those dreamed of by the people who in 
the eighteenth century had invented social utopias.-In our own time 
Mazzini pursued what the wise men of his day called a mad chimera; 
but it can no longer be denied that, without Mazzini, Italy would 
never have become a great power and that he did more for Italm 
unity than Cavour'’ and all the politicians of his school 
A knowledge of what the myths contain in the way of details 
which will actually form part of the history of the future is then of 
small importance; they are not astrological almanacs; it is even poss¬ 
ible that nothing which they contain will come to pass - as was the 
case with the catastrophe expected by the first Christians.'^ In our 
own daily life, are we not familiar with the fact that what actually 
happens is very different from our preconceived notion of it? And 
that does not prevent us from continuing to make resolutions, Psy¬ 
chologists say that there is heterogeneity between the ends in view 
and the ends actually realized; the slightest experience of life reveals 
this law to us, which Spencer transferred into nature in order to 
arrive at his theory of the multiplication of effects.’'* 

Myths must be judged as a means of acting on the present; all 
discussion of the method of applying them as future history is 


Cf. (he Letter lo Daniel HaUvy, Isectioo] IV, 

" I have tried to show how this social myth, which has disappeared, w« succ«(le<i 
by a pietv which has reinained extremely imporunt in Catholic Itfe; this evolution 
from ihe'sodal to the individual stems to me quite natural in a religion (Le ^yrteiBf 
haionmu dt R/noti, [Paris, Jacques, iqo6], pp. 374-82)- 

I believe, moreover, that the whole of Spencer’s evoluuonism is to be explained 
as an appliation of the most commonplace psychology to physics. [Her^rt Spen¬ 
cer (182^1003)- English philosopher; he coined the phrase the survival of the 
fittest’ and did so as part of a broader theory of evolution; evolution was s^ as 
a universal movement from the simple 10 the complex, the entenon of complexity 
being the differentiation of their parts and their Lntegraiion.J 
^ CamiDo Benso Qvour (1810-61); the leading politician behind the drive for the 
unification of Italy, secured in 1861. 
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devoid of sense, It is tke myth in its entirety lehich is alone important: 
its parts are only of interest in so far as they bring out the main 
idea. No useful purpose is served, therefore, in arguing about the 
incidents which may occur in the course of the social war and about 
the decisive conflicts which may give victory to the proletariat; even 
supposing the revolutionaries to have been wholly and entirely 
deluded in setting up this imaginary picture of the general strike, 
this picture may yet have been, in the course of the preparation of 
the revolution, a great element of strength if it had embraced all 
the aspirations of socialism and if it had given to the whole body of 
revolutionary thought a precision and a rigidity which no other 
method of thought could have given. 

To estimate, then, the significance of the idea of the general 
strike, all the methods of discussion which are current among poli¬ 
ticians, sociologists or people with pretensions to practical science, 
must be abandoned. Everything which its opponents endeavour to 
establish may be conceded to them without reducing in any way the 
value of the thesis which they think they have refuted; it matters 
little whether the general strike is a partial reality or simply a prod¬ 
uct of the popular imagination. All that it is necessary to know is 
whether the general strike contains everything that socialist doctrine 
expects of the revolutionary proletariat. 

To solve this question we are no longer compelled to argue learn¬ 
edly about the future; we are not obliged to indulge in lofty reflec¬ 
tions about philosophy, history or economics; we are not in the 
domain of ideologies, but we can remain on the level of c 43 servable 
facts. We have to question men who take a very active part in the 
real revolutionary movement among the proletariat, who do not 
aspire to climb into the bourgeoisie and whose mind is not domi¬ 
nated by corporative preiudices. These men may be deceived about 
an infinite number of political, economic or moral questions; but 
their testimony is decisive, sovereign and irrefutable when it is a 
question of knowing what are the ideas which most powerfully move 
them and their comrades, which most appeal to them as being ident¬ 
ical with their socialist conceptions, and thanks to which their 
reason, their hopes and their way of looking at particular facts seem 
to make but one indivisible unity." 

This is anolhw application of Bergson’s theories. 
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Thanks to these men, we know that the general strike is indeed 
what I ha\e said; the myth in which socialism is wholly comprised, 
i.e. a body of images capable of evoking instinctively all the senti¬ 
ments which correspond to the different manifestations of the war 
undertaken by socialism against modern society. Strikes have 
engendered in the proletariat the noblest, the deepest and the most 
moving sentiments that they possess; the general strike groups them 
all in a coordinated picture and, by bringing them together, gives to 
each one of them its maximum intensity; appealing to their painful 
memories of particular conflicts, it colours with an intense life all 
the details of the composition presented to consciousness. We thus 
obtain that intuition of socialism which language cannot give us 
with perfect clearness — and we obtain it as a whole, perceived 
instantaneously.'* 

We may urge yet another piece of evidence to prove the power of 
the idea of the general strike, If this idea was a pure chimera, as is 
so frequently said, parliamentary socialists would not attack it with 
such heat; I do not remember that they ever attacked the senseless 
hopes which the Utopians have always held up before the dazzled 
eyes of the people,'^ In the course of a polemic about realizable 
social reforms, Qeinenceau brought out tbe Machiavellianism m 
the attitude of Jaures when he is confronted with popular illusions; 
he shelters his conscience beneath ‘some cleverly balanced sen¬ 
tence’, but one so cleverly balanced that it ‘will be received without 
thinking by those who have the greatest need to probe into its sub¬ 
stance, while they will drink in with delight the delusive rhetoric of 
terrestrial joys to come’ (L’Aurore, 28 December 1905). But when 
it is a question of the genera! strike it is quite another thing; our 
politicians arc no longer content with complicated reservations; they 
speak violently and endeavour to induce their listeners to abandon 
this conception. 

It is easy to understand the reason for this attitude: pohacians 
have nothing to fear from the utopias which present a deceptive 


This is the global knowledge of Bergsons philosophy. 11 ,k, riHim 

I do not remember that the official socialists have evw showa up ill the ridicu¬ 
lousness of the novels of (Edwardl Bellamy (.1850-1^18], which have had SO pat 
a These novels needed criticism all the more because they presemed to 

the people an entirely middle-class ideal of life. They were a natural product of 
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image of the future to the people and turn ‘men towards immediate 
realizations of terrestrial felicity which anyone who looks at these 
matters scientifically knows can only be very partially realized after 
long efforts’. (This is what socialist politicians do, according to 
Cleinenceau.) The more readily the electors believe in the magical 
forces of tke Stale, the more they will be disposed to vote for the 
candidate who promises marvels; in the electoral struggle each can¬ 
didate tries to outbid the other: in order that the socialist candidates 
may put the Radicals to rout, the electors must be credulous enough 
to believe every promise for the future;'* our socialist politicians, 
therefore, take very good care not to combat these comfortable uto¬ 
pias in any very effective way. 

If they struggk against the general strike, it is because they recog¬ 
nise, in the course of their propaganda tours, that the idea of the 
general strike is so well adapted to the working-class soul that there 
is the possibility of its dominating the latter in the most absolute 
manner and of leaving no place for the desires which the parliamen¬ 
tarians are able to satisfy. They perceive that this idea is so effective 
as a motive force that once it has entered into the minds of the 
people they can no longer be controlled by leaders and thus that 
the power of the deputies would be reduced to nothing. In short, 
they feel in a vague way that the whole socialist movement might 
easily be absorbed by the general strike, which would render useless 
all the compromises between political groups in view of which the 
parlianientary regime has been built up. 

The opposition of the official socialists therefore furnishes a con¬ 
firmation of our first enquiry into the significance of the general 
Strike. 


II 


We must now proceed further and enquire whether the picture 
furnished by the general strike is really complete; that is to say, 
whether it comprises all those features of the Struggle which are 
recognized by modem socialism. But, first of all, we must state 
the problem more precisely; this will be easy if we start from the 


America, a country that is ignorant of the class struggle; but in Europe would not 

the theorists of the class straggle have understood them? . , 

In the article which I have already quoted, aemenceau recalls that Jauris made 
use of these outbidding tactics in a long speech which he made at beziers. 
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explanations given above on the nature of this conception. We have 
seen that the general strike must be considered as an undivided 
whole; consequently, no details about ways and means will be of 
the slightest help to the understanding of socialism; it must even be 
added that there is always a danger of losing something of this 
understanding if an attempt is made to split up this whole into 
parts. We will now endeavour to show that there is a fundamental 
identity between the chief tenets of Marxism and the coordinated 
aspects furnished by the picture of the general strike. 

This affirmation is certain to appear paradoxical to many who have 
read the publications of the most authoritative Marxists. In fact, for 
a very long time there existed a marked hostility to the general 
strike in Marxist circles. This tradition has done a great deal of 
harm to the progress of Marx’s doctrine; and it is a very good 
illustration of the way in which, as a rule, disciples tend to restrict 
the application of their master’s ideas. The new school had consider¬ 
able difficulty in liberating itself from these influences; it was 
formed by people who had received the Marxist imprint in a very 
marked degree; and it was a long time before it recognized that the 
objections brought against the general strike arose from the inca¬ 
pacity of the official representatives of Marxism rather than the 
principles of the doctrine itself.” 

The new school began its emancipation on the day when it 
perceived clearly that the formulas of socialism were often very 
far from the spirit of Marx and when it recommended a return 
to this spirit. It was not without a certain element of stupefaction 
that it realised that it had credited the master with would-be 
inventions that came from his predecessors or which were com¬ 
monplaces at the time when the Communal Manifesto was drawn 
up According to one author who - in the opinion of the govern¬ 
ment and of the Musee Social - is considered to be well 


" In m article, httoductm a la melaphysieue. published in 1903. 

that disciples are altvays inclined to exiggetite the points of difference bet»^ 
masters and that 'the master in so far as he fortnuliies, develops, traosiaies mio 
abstract ideas what he brings .s already in a way his own 
Quin^.nc, .2th of the IV series [n Feb^^ PP 

ro meuphjs.es’, in Hlenril Bergson, The Great,ve Ad.nJfNew York. Oreenwood 
Press, 1968), p. 235.1 
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informed; 'the accumulation [of capital in the hands of a few 
individuals] is one of the great discoveries of Marx, one of the 
discoveries of which he was most proud'.^" With all due deference 
to the historical science of this notable university expert, this 
theory was one which was widely known long before Marx had 
ever written a word and it had become an established truth in 
the socialist world by the end of the reign of Lcuis-Philippe.' 
There are many Marxist theses of the same kind. 

A decisive step towards reform was made when those Marxists 
who aspired to think for themselves began to study the syndicalist 
movement; they discovered that 'the genuine members of the syn- 
dicats hive more to teach us than they have to learn from us’.^‘ This 
was the beginning of wisdom; it was a step towards the realist 
method which had led Marx lo his true discoveries; in this way a 
return might be made to those methods which alone merit the name 
philosophical, 'because true and fruitful ideas arc so many close 
contacts with currents of reality’ and they ‘owe most of their clear¬ 
ness to the light which the facts, and the applications to which they 
led, have by reflection shed on them - the clarity of a concept being 
scarcely anything more at bottom than the certainty, at last 
obtained, of manipulating the concept profitably’.“ And yet another 
profound thought of Bergson may be usefully quoted: ‘\\e do not 
obtain an intuition of reality, that is, an mulUctuai sympathy with 
the most intimate part of it, unless we have won its confidence by a 
long fellowship with its superficial manifestations. And it is not 
merely a question of assimilating the most conspicuous facts; so 
immense a mass of facts must be accumulated and fused together, 
that in this fusion all the preconceived and premature ideas which 
observers may unwittingly have put into their observations will be 
certain to neutralize each other. Only in this way can the bare 


* M4tin, [La j'ocia/ijmf], p-191 

G[eorgesJ Sorel, L'Avetir socmhsle des synduaU [Paris, Jacques, 1898], p. la. [See 
‘The Socialist future of the .Syndicates’, in John L. Stanley <ed._), Georges 
Sorel: isMys in Soaalim and Philosophy (New York, Oxford fmversity Press, 
1976), p. 75.] . . 

“ Bergson {Imroducnon a la melapkysiiiue\, p. 21. [See ‘Iniroduction to metaphysics , 
PP- a3J-4 ] 


Louis-Philippe (1773-1850) was deposed in the revolution of >848, bringing the 
July Monarchy (1830-48) to an end. 
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materiality of the kno'wn facts be exposed to view.’ Finally, what 
Bergson calls an integral experience is obtained.^’ 

Thanks to the new principle, people very soon came to recognize 
that the propositions with which people had tried to encircle and 
enclose socialism were deplorably inadequate and were often more 
dangerous than useful- It is the superstitious respect paid by social 
democracy to the mere text of its doctrines that nullified every 
attempt in Germany to perfect Marxism. 

When the nr® school had acquired a full understanding of the 
general strike and had thus obtained a profound intuition of the 
working-class movement, it saw that all the socialist theories, inter¬ 
preted in the light of this powerful construction, took on a darity 
which till then they had lacked; it perceived that the clumsy and 
rickety apparatus which had been manufactured in Germany to 
explain Marx’s doctrines had to be rejected if the contemporary 
transformation of the proletarian idea was to be followed exactly; it 
discovered that the idea of the general strike enabled them to 
explore profitably the whole vast domain of Marxism which until 
then had remained practically unknown to the pundits who pro¬ 
fessed to be guiding socialism. Thus the fundamcnu! pnncipks of 
Marxism are perfectly intelligible only with the aid of the picture 
of the general strike and, on the other hand, the full significance of 
this picture, it may be supposed, is only apparent to those deeply 
versed in Marxist doctrine. 

A. - First of all, I will speak of the class struggle, which is the point 
of departure for all socialist thought and which sunds in such great 
need of elucidation as sophists have endeavoured to give a false idea 
of it. 

i) Marx speaks of society as if it were divided into two funda¬ 
mentally antagonistic groups; observation, it has often been urged, 
does not justify this thesis of dichotomy and it is true that a «rtain 
effort of the will is necessary before we can find it vertfied in the 
phenomena of everyday life. 

The organization of a capitalist workshop furnishes a first 
approximation and piece-woik plays an essential part in the forma¬ 
tion of the class idea; in fact, it throws into relief the very clear 

*’ Ibil, pp. *4-5. [See 'Introduction to metaphysics’, p. 237.] 
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opposition of interests about the price of commodities:” the workers 
feel themselves under the thumb of the employers in the same way 
that peasants feel themselves in the power of the merchants and 
the money-lenders of the towns; history shows that no economic 
opposition has been more clearly felt than this latter power; since 
civilization has existed, country and town have formed two hostile 
camps.Piece-work also shows that in the wage-earning world 
there is a group of men somewhat analogous to the retail shop¬ 
keepers, possessing the confidence of the employer and not belong¬ 
ing to the world of the proletariat. 

The strike throws a new light on all this; it separates the interests 
and the different ways of thinking of the two groups of wage-earners 
much better than do the daily circumstances of life. It then becomes 
clear that the administrative group has a natural tendency to become 
a little aristocracy; for these people, State socialism would be advan¬ 
tageous because they would go up one in the social hierarchy. 

But all these oppositions become extraordinarily clear when con¬ 
flicts arc seen as being enlarged to the size of the general strike; 
then all the parts of the economico-judicial structure, in so far as 
the latter is looked upon from the point of view of the class stru^le, 
reach the summit of their perfection; society is plainly divided into 
two camps, and only into two, on the field of batde. No philosophi¬ 
cal explanation of the facts observed in practical affairs could 
furnish such vivid light as the extremely simple picture that the 
evocation of the general strike puts before our eyes. 

2) It would be impossible to conceive of the disappearance of 
capitalist dominance if we did not suppose an ardent sentiment of 
revolt, always present in the soul of the worker; but experience 
shows that, very often, the revolts of a day are very far from pos¬ 
sessing a really specifically socialist character; more than *e 
most violent outbursts have depended on passions which could be 
satisfied inside the bourgeois world; many revolutionaries have t^n 
seen to abandon their old intransigence when they found themselves 


I do »ot know whether the txperti have always quite understood the rf 

niece-work It is evident that the well-known formula - the producer should Iw 
able to buy back his produtt’ - arose from reflections on the subjeo of pie^»wli_ 

town =uid country. {U Capital [Pans, L.brani du progres i»75l. I P- ‘53. «'• 
i). [See Capital, (New York, Charles H. Kerr, 1906), p- 3*7 l 
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on the road to fortune.“ - It is not only considerations of a material 
kind which produce these frequent and scandalous conversions; 
vanity, much more than money, is the ^t motive force in the 
passage of the revolutionary into the bourgeoisie. — All that would 
be of negligible importance if it were only a question of a few excep¬ 
tional people; but it has often been maintained that the psychology 
of the working masses is so easily adapted to the capitalist order 
that social peace would be rapidly obtained if the employers on their 
part would make a few sacrifices. 

G[usuveJ Le Bon says that it is a mistake to believe in the revol¬ 
utionary instincts of the crowd, that their tendencies are conserva¬ 
tive, that the whole power of socialism lies in the rather muddled 
state of mind of the bourgeoisie; he is convinced that the masses 
will always go to a Caesar.” There is a good deal of truth in these 
judgements, which are founded on a very wide knowledge of his¬ 
tory, but the theories of G. Le Bon must be corrected in one 
respect; they are only valid for societies that lack the conception of 
class struggle. 

Observation shows that this conception is maintained with an 
indestructible vitality in every environment which has been touched 
by the idea of the general strike: the day when the slightest incidents 
of daily life become symptoms of the state of struggle between the 
classes, when every conflict is an incident in the social war, when 
every strike engenders the perspective of a total atastrophe, on that 
day there is no longer any possibility of social peace, of resignation 
to routine, or of enthusiasm for philanthropic or successful 
employers. The idea of the general strike has such motive ^wer 
behind it that it drags into the revolutionary track everything it 
touches. In virtue of this idea, socialism remains ever young; all 
attempts to bring atwut social peace seem childish; desertions of 


li may be remembered that in the eruption on Mutinique a governor perched 
who in 1870, had been one of the protagonisU of the sccialBi congr^ « Mat- 
seilte The Commune itself wis not fital ic ill its partisans; several have had 
fairly successful careers; the ambassador of France in Rome was amongst those 

who, in 1871. demanded the death of the hostage. 

^ Glusuvel Le Bon, Psyckolope du socialime [Paris, Alcan, 1901), jrd edn.p. ui 
and pp 457-9. The author, who 1 few years ago was treated as an imbrale b) 
the Me^uUies of unh-ereity socialism, is one of the most ^ 

our time, [Here Sore! makes reference to the polemic between Bon Md 
Perrin, future winner of the Nobel prize for physics, that look place in the pages 
of La Revue du moi's at the end of 1907.! 
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comrades into the ranks of the bourgeoisie, far from discouraging 
the masses, only excite them still more to rebellion; in a word, the 
line of cleavage is never in danger of disappearing. 

3) The successes obtained by politicians in their attempts to make 
what they call the proletarian influence felt in bourgeois institutions 
constitute a very great obstacle to the maintenance of the notion of 
class struggle. The world has always been carried on by compro¬ 
mises between opposing parties and order has always been pro¬ 
visional; no change, however inconsiderable, can be looked upon as 
impossible in a time like ours, which has seen so many novelties 
introduced in an unexpected manner. Modern progress has been 
brought about by successive compromises; why not pursue the aims 
of socialism by methods which have succeeded so welP Many means 
of satisfying the more pressing desires of the unfortunate classes 
can be thought of. For a long time these proposals for improvement 
were inspired by a conservative, feudal or Catholic spirit; we 
wished, said the inventors, to rescue the masses from the influence 
of the Radicals. The latter, seeing their political influence threat¬ 
ened, not so much by their old enemies as by socialist politicians, 
today invent all kinds of projects of a progressive, democratic, free- 
thinking colour. We are beginning at last to be threatened with 
socialist compromises! 

Enough attention has not always been paid to the fact that many 
kinds of political, administrative and financial organization can 
adjust themselves to the domination of a bourgeoisie. We must not 
always attach too much importance to violent attacks on the bour¬ 
geoisie; they may be motivated by the desire to reform and to per¬ 
fect capitalism,^* There are, it seems, quite a number of people 
today who, though not in the least desiring the disappearance of the 
capitalist regime, would willingly abolish inheritance, such as the 
followers of Saint-Simon.” 


“ I know, for instance, a very enlightened Catholic who gives t«h with sin^lar 
acrimony to his contempt for the French middle class; but his ideal is American¬ 
ism, i.e. a very young and vory active csqntalism. 

** Pfaull de Rousim was very much struck by the way rich fathers in the United 
States forced th«r sons to earn their own living; be often met ‘Frencl^m who 
were profoundly shocked by what they called the egoism of American ” 

seemrf revedting to them that a rich man should leave his son to ^ his own 
living, that he did nothing to set kirn up in life': U Vu am^nianu: liiwManiX 
k soneti [Paris FIrmin-Didot i 8 «]. p. 9. [Claude-Henri de Rouvray, comte de 
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The general strike destroys all the theoretical consequences of 
every possible social policy; its supporters look upon ever the most 
popular reforms as having a bourgeois character; so far as they are 
concerned, nothing can weaken the fundamental opposition of the 
class struggle. The more the policy of social reforms becomes pre¬ 
ponderant, the more will socialism feel the need of placing against 
the picture of progress which it is the aim of this policy to bring 
about, the picture of the complete catastrophe furnished so perfectly 
by the general strike. 

B. - Let us now examine, with the aid of the conception of the 
general strike, certain very essential aspects of the Marxist 
revolution. 

i) Marx says that, on the day of the revolution, the proletariat 
will be disciplined, united and organized by the very mechanism of 
production. This exceedingly concentrated formula would not be 
very intelligible if we did not read it in connection with its context; 
according to Marx, the working class is bowed beneath a system in 
which ‘abject poverty, oppression, slavery, degradation and exploi¬ 
tation increase’ and against which it is organizing an ever-increasing 
resistance until the day when the whole social structure breaks up.^“ 
The accuracy of this famous description has been many times dis¬ 
puted; it seems to be more suited to the period of the Manifesto 
(1847) than to Che time of Capital (1867); but this objection must 
not stop us and it may be thrust to one side by means of the theory 
of myths. The different terms which Marx uses to describe the 
preparation for the decisive combat are not to be taken literally as 
statements of fact about a determined future; it is the description 
in its entirety which should engage our attention, and taken in this 
way it is perfectly clear: Marx wishes us to understand that the 
whole preparation of the proletariat depends solely upon the organ¬ 
ization of a stubborn, increasing and passionate resistance to the 
present order of things. 

Siint-Simon (1760-18*5); one of the utopisn sodaJijts much vilified by Karl 
Mar*. Largely ignored during his lifeiime, his followers (most noubly Armand 
Bazatd {1791-1832) and Barthaeniy-Prosper Enfantin (1796-1*32)) developed ha 
ideas in such uxxs »s L'Expesitun de k iecime mml-fmonienne (lizi-jc), where, 
amongst other radical proposals, they recommended the abolition of property 
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This thesis is of supreme importance if we are to have a sound 
understanding of Marxism; but it is often contested, if not in 
theory, at least in practice; the proletariat, it is held, should prepare 
for the part it is to play in the future by other ways than those of 
revolutionary syndicalism. Thus the exponents of cooperation hold 
that a prominent place in the work of emancipation must be given 
to tbeir own particular remedy; the democrats say that it is essential 
to abolish all the prejudices arising from the old Catholic influence, 
etc. Many revolutionaries believe that, however useful syndicalism 
may be, it is not in itself sufficient to organize a society which needs 
a new philosophy, a new code of laws, etc.; as the division of labour 
is a fundamental law of the world, socialists should not be ashamed 
to apply to specialists in philosophy and law, of whom there is never 
any lack. Jaur^s never stops repeating this kind of rubbish. This 
expansion of socialism is contrary to Marxist theory as also to the 
conception of the general strike; but it is evident that the general 
strike makes a much more forcible appeal to the mind than any 
formula. 

2) I have called attention to the danger for the future of civiliz¬ 
ation presented by revolutions that lake place in an era of economic 
decline not all the Marxists seem to have formed a cleat idea of 
Marx’s thought on this subject. The latter believed that the great 
catastrophe would be preceded by an enormous economic crisis, but 
the crises Marx had in mind must not be confused with economic 
decline; crises appeared to him as the result of a too-risky venture 
on the part of production, which creates productive forces out of 
proportion to the means of regulation which the capitalist system 
automatically brin^ into play, Such a venture supposes that the 
future was looked upon as favourable to very large enterprises and 
that the conception of economic progress prevailed absolutely at the 
time, In order that the lower middle classes, who are still able to 
find tolerable conditions of existence under the capitalist regime, 
may join hands with the proletariat, it is essential that they can 
picture the future of production as being as bright with hope as the 
conquest of America formerly appeared to the English peasants who 
left old Europe to throw themselves into a life of adventure. 

The general strike leads to the same conclusions. The workers 
are accustomed to seeing their revolts against the restrictions 
imposed by capitalism succeed during periods of prosperity; so that 
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it may be said that if you once identify revolution and general strike 
it then becomes impassible to conceive that an essential transform¬ 
ation of the world can take place in a time of economic decline. The 
workers are equally aware that the peasants and the artisans will not 
join hands with them unless the future appears so rosy-colourcd 
that industry will be able to ameliorate the lot not only of the pro¬ 
ducers but that of everybody.^' 

It is very important always to lay stress on the high degree of 
prosperity which industry must possess in order that the realization 
of socialism may be possible; for experience shows us that it is by 
seeking to stop the progress of capitalism and to preserve the forms 
of existence of classes who are on the decline that the prophets of 
social peace endeavour to capture popular favour. The connections 
which link revolution to the constant and rapid progress of industry 
must be demonstrated in a striking manner 

3) Too much stress cannot be laid on the fact that .Marxism con¬ 
demns every hypothesis about the future constructed by the Utopi¬ 
ans. Professor Brentano of Munich relates that in i86g Marx wrote 
to his friend Beesly (who had published an article on the future of 
the working class) to say that up till then he had looked upon him 
as the sole revolutionary Englishman and that henceforth he looked 
upon him as a reactionary - for, he said, ‘whoever draws up a 
programme for the future is a reactionary’.^^ He considered that 
the proletariat had no need to lake lessons from the learned 
inventors of solutions to social problems but simply to take up 


" ir is not ditficult to see that the propagandists are obliged to refer frequently to 
this aspect of the social revolution: this wiU tal:e place while the intermedi^ 
classes are still in existence, but when they become Sickened by the farce of j«ial 
peace and when a period of such great economic progress has been reached that 

the future will appeal in colours favourable to everybody. , , ^ . 

Kautsky has often dwelt on this idea, of which EngeU was particularly fond. 

” Bernstein said about this story that Brenuno might have exaggerated a litUe, but 
that ‘the phrase quoted by him was not inconsistent with .Marxs 
of thought’ ([Edt^l Bernstein, ‘Des Forces de la dfonocratie mduMii^le, Le 
Mnuvtmenl socijiliste [2], i September 1899, p. 270)- 

posed? Of the past and often of a very far-off past; it is probably for fois rea»n 
that Marx called Beesly a rcaclumary while everybody else vm asmi^td at his 
revolutionary boldness. The atholics are not the only people to be hypnotized 
bv the Middle Ages, and Yves Guyoi pokes fun at the 'coltecMml iroubi^rum 
of Lafargut ([Pauli Ufergue and Y[vesl Guyot, "rfi^l’.V 

MAC communisti par P Ufargut: refliMon par Y. Cuyol], [Pans, Delagrave, 
1895], pp. 121-2). 
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where capitalism left oft. There was no need for programmes of the 
future; the programmes were already worked out in the workshops 
The idea of a technological continuity dominates the whole of the 
Marxist position. 

Experience gained in strikes leads us to a conception identical 
with that of Marx. The workers who put down their tools do not 
go to their employers with schemes for the better organization of 
labour and do not offer them assistance in the management of their 
business; in short, utopias have no place in economic confitcts. 
Jaures and his friends are well aware that this is a very strong argu¬ 
ment against their own ideas of the way in which socialism is to be 
realized: they would like even now to have fragments of the indus¬ 
trial programmes manufactured by learned sociologists and accepted 
by the workers introduced into strike negotiations; they would like 
to see the creation of what they call iiudustrialparliamentarism which, 
exactly as in the case of political parliamentarism, would imply 
masses who are led and demagogues that show them the way. This 
would be the apprentice stage of their sham socialism and might 
begin at once. 

With the general strike all these fine things disappear; the revol¬ 
ution appears as a revolt, pure and simple, and no place is reserved 
for sociologists, for fashionable people who are in favour of social 
reforms, and for Intellectuals who have embraced the profession of 
tkinkinp for the proletmat. 

C. - Socialism has always inspired fear because of the enormous 
element of the unknown which it contains; people feel that a trans¬ 
formation of this kind would permit of no turning back. The Utopi¬ 
ans used all their literary art in the endeavour to lull anxiety by 
pictures of the future so enchanting that all fear might be banished; 
but the more they accumulated fine promises, the more did 
thoughtful people suspect traps - and in this they were not com¬ 
pletely mistaken, for the Utopians would have led the world to disas¬ 
ters, tyranny and stupidity if they had been listened to. 

Marx was firmly convinced that the social revolution of which he 
spoke would constitute an irrevocable transformation and that it 
would mark an absolute separation between two historical eras; he 
often returned to this idea whilst Engels endeavoured to show by 
means of images that were sometimes a little grandiose, how 
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economic emancipation would be the point of departure of an eta 
having no relationship with the past. Rejecting all utopias, these 
two founder renounced all the resources by which their prede¬ 
cessors had rendered the prospect of a great revolution less intimid¬ 
ating; but however strong the impressions which they employed 
might have been, the effects which they produced are still very 
inferior to those produced by the evocation of the general strike. 
This conception makes it impossible not to see that a kind of irre¬ 
sistible wave will pass over the old civilization. 

There is something really frightening in this; but J believe that 
it is absolutely essential that this feature of socialism should be 
insisted upon if it is to have its full educational value. Socialists 
must be convinced that the work to which they are devoting theni- 
selves is a serious, formidable and sublime work', it is only on this 
condition that they will be able to bear the innumerable sacrifices 
imposed on them by a propaganda which can produce neither hon¬ 
ours, profits nor even immediate intellectual satisfaction. Even if 
the only result of the idea of the general strike was to make the 
socialist conception more heroic, it should on that account alone be 
looked upon as having an incalculable value. 

The resemblances which I have just established between Marxism 
and ibe general strike might be carried still further and deepened; 
if they have been overlooked hitherto, it is because we are much 
more struck by the form of things than by their content; a large 
number of people find great difficulty in believing that there can be 
any parallelism between a philosophy based on Hegelianism and the 
constructions made by men entirely devoid of higher culture. Marx 
had acquired in Germany a taste for very condensed formulas and 
these formulas were so admirably suited to the conditions in the 
midst of which he worked that he naturally made great use of them. 
When he was writing, there had been none of the great and numer¬ 
ous events which would have enabled him to speak with a detailed 
knowledge of the means by which the proletariat may prepare itself 
for the revolution. This absence of knowledge gained from expen- 
ence very much hampered Marx’s thought; he avoided the use of 
too-precise formulas which would have had the inconvenience of 
giving a kind of sanction to existing institutions that seemed value¬ 
less to him; he was happy therefore to be able to find m German 
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academic writini; a habit of abstract lan^age which allowed him to 
avoid all discussion of detail.^ 

No better proof perhaps can be given of Marx’s genius than the 
remarkable agreement which is found to exist between his views 
and the doctrine that revolutionary syndicalism is today building 
slowly and laboriously, keeping always strictly to strike tactics. 


Ill 

For s(Mne time yet, the conception of the general strike will have 
considerable difficulty in being accepted in circles which are not 
specially dominated by strike tactics. 1 think that it might be useful 
at this point to enquire into the motives which explain the repug¬ 
nance felt by many intelligent and sincere people who are disturbed 
by the novelty of the syndicalist point of view. All the members of 
the new school know that they had to make great efforts in order to 
overcome the prejudices of their education, to set aside the associ¬ 
ations of ideas which sprang up spontaneously in their mind, and 
to reason along lines which in no way corresponded to those which 
they had been uught. 

During the nineteenth century there existed an incredible scien¬ 
tific ingenuousness which was the direct outcome of the illusions 
that had aroused so much excitement towards the end of the eight¬ 
eenth century.” Because astronomers had managed to calculate the 
tables of the moon, it was believed that the aim of science was to 
forecast the future with accuracy; because Le Verrier had b«n able 
to indicate the probable position of the planet Neptune - which had 
never been seen and which accounted for the disturbances of the 


“ I have elsewhere put fofwtfd the hypothesis that Marx, in the penuhiiiutB^ptei 
of the first vdume of Capi/ak pwhaps wished to demonstrate Ae diftwe^ 
between the evolution of the proletariat and that of bourgeois force. He saad that 
the working class is disciplined, united and organized by Ae very meehti^ *t 
apitalist production. There is perhaps sn indication of a movOTent towirto hb- 
erty oppo^ to Ae movement towards wtomatisin which wdl be ducosa^ l^t 
wlra w come to consider bourgeois force ([Sorel], Saggi d> fnftra, PP 46-7)' 

” The history of scientific superstitions is of Ae deepest interest to pfolosoiphers 
who wish to understand socialism. These superstitions tew rem^d dear to our 
democracy, as Aey had been dear to the great minds of the 
touched on a few of the aspects of Ais history m Us 

was often under Ae influence of Aese errors, from which Marx himselt was not 
always free. 
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planets - it was believed that science could remedy the defects of 
society and indicate what measures should be taken to bring about 
the disappearance of the unpleasant things in the world. It may 
be said that this was the bourgeois conception of science: it certainly 
corresponds very closely to the mental attitude of those capitalists 
who, ignorant of the perfected techniques of the workshop, yet 
direct industry and always find ingenious inventors to get them out 
of their difficulties. For the bourgeoisie, science is a mill which 
produces solutions to all the problems we are faced with:^ science 
is no longer considered as a perfected means to knowledge, but only 
as a recipe for procuring certain advantages.^’ 

I have said that Marx rejected all atwmpts to dcteimine the con¬ 
ditions of a future society: too much stress cannot be laid upon this 
point, for it shows that Marx took his stand outside bourgeois sci¬ 
ence. The doctrine of the general strike also repudiates this science 
and many professors consequently accuse the nev school of having 
negative ideas only; their own aim, on the other hand, is the noble 
one of constructing universal happiness. The leaders of social 
democracy, it seems to me, have not been very Marxist on this 
point; a few years ago Kautsky wrote a preface to a somewhat comic 
utopia.” 

I believe that among the motives which led Bernstein to part 
from his old friends must be counted the horror which he felt for 
their utopias. If Bernstein had lived in France and had known our 
revolutionary s^mdicalism, he would soon have jKreeived that the 
latter was on the true Marxist track: but neither in England nor in 
Germany did he find a working-class movement which could guide 
him; wishing to remain attached to realities, as Marx had been, he 
thought that it was better to carry on a policy of social reform, 
pursuing practical ends, than to lull himself asleep to the sound of 
fine phrases about the happiness of future humanity. 


^ Marx dies thi$ curious phrase by Ure, wriuen about 1830: ‘This invention su^ 
ports the doctrine already developed bj us: if capisa! ^ , 

rebel hand of labour always learns how to be tractable: Le Capiial, 1, p. l8», col. 
2. [See Capital, p. 477-) ., , „ . r 

” To use the lai^uage of the aeip idieo/, science was considered from ttie point ot 
view of the consumer and not from the point of view of the produce. 

® AllMlticus, [Carl Ballod], Ein BlUk in itn Zutmfmtaat [Stuttgart, Dietz, 189*]- 
Efrnest] Seilliere reviewed this book in the Debits of 16 August 1899. 
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The worshippers of this useless pseudo-science did not allow 
themselves to be stepped by the objection, legitimate in this case, 
that their methods of calculation were entirely inadequate in their 
means of determination, Their conception of science, being derived 
from astronomy, supposes that everything can be expressed by some 
mathematical law. Evidently there are no laws of this kind in soci¬ 
ology; but man is always susceptible to analogies connected with 
the forms of expression: it was thought that a high degree of perfec¬ 
tion had been attained and that something had already been 
accomplished for science when - starting from a few principles not 
offensive to common sense and which seemed confirmed by a few 
common experiences - it had been found possible to present a doc¬ 
trine in a simple, clear and deductive manner. This so-called science 
is simply chatter.^ 

The Utopians excelled in the art of exposition in accordance with 
these prejudices; the more their exposition satisfied the require¬ 
ments of a school bcNjk, the more convincing they thought their 
inventions were. I believe that the contrary of this belief is the truth 
and that we should distrust proposak for social reform all the more 
when every difficulty seems solved in a apparently satisfactory 
manner. 

I should like to examine here, very briefly, a few of the illusions 
which have arisen out of what may be called the little science, which 
believes that when it has attained clarity of exposition that it has 


” ‘It has not been enough noticed how feeble is the reach of deduction in the psycho¬ 
logical and moral sciences ... Very soon appeal his to be n^e to conunon seii^ 
that is to say, to the continuous experience of the real, in order to infect the 
consequences deduced uid bend them along the sinuosities of life. Deiaesum suc- 
cieis in thinp moral only melapkontally, so to speak’: [Henri] Bergson. L’Evolulion 
tTfamte [Paris, Alcan, 1907]. [See Create Evokuon (London 

millan 1911), p. 124.) Newman had already written something similar to this but 
in more precise terms: Thus it is that the logician for his own purposes, and most 
usefully as fer as these purposes are concerned, turns rivers, full, wmdmg and 
beautiful, into navigable canals ... His business is not to ascei^ fiwts in the 
concrete but to find and dress up middle terms; and provided that they and the 
extremes which they go between ae not equivocal, eith« in themselves ot in their 
use. Supposing he can enable his pupils to show well in a ww met disputation 
he has achieved the main purpose of his profession’: Grammatre dt I aisennmtnt 
(French mns. (Paris, Bloud, 1907)], pp. aht-a- [See^n Essay mAtJ <fd Granmv 
(London, Bnmo, CUi» k i*7n)l. TLm . n. wnnlnni. m thr. 
denunciation of small talk. 


133 



Refiectiom on violence 


attained truth. This little science has contributed a great deal towards 
creating the crisis of Marxism and every day we hear the wn» school 
accused of delighting in the obscurities of which Marx has so often 
been accused, while French socialists and Belgian sociologists, on 
the contrary ... ! 

Perhaps the best way of giving an accurate idea of the error com¬ 
mitted by these sham scientists against whom the nea school wages 
war will be to examine the general characteristics of some social 
phenomena and to run through some of the achievements of the 
mind, beginning with the highest. 

A. - i) The positivists, who represent, in an eminent degree, 
mediocrity, pride and pedantry, had decreed that philosophy was 
to give way before their science; but philosophy is not dead and it 
has acquired a new and vigorous lease of life thanks to Bergson, 
who, far from wishing to reduce everything to science, has claimed 
for the philosopher tte right to proceed in a manner quite opposed 
to that employed by the scientist. It might be said that metaphysics 
has reclaimed the lost ground by demonstrating to man the illusion 
of so-called scientific solutions and by bringing the mind back to 
the mysterious region which the little science abhors. Positivism is 
still admired by a few Belgians, the employees of the Office du 
Travail, and General Andre;*® but these are people who count for 
very litde in the world of thought. 

2) Religions do not seem to be on the point of disappearing. 
Liberal Protestantism is dying because it attempted, at all costs, to 
give a perfectly rationalistic exposition of Christian theology. A. 
Comte® manufactured a caricature of Catholicism, in which he had 


* A few years ago. this illustrious warrior (?) was instrumental in blocking the randi- 
dature for the CoUige de France of Paul Tannery [1843-1903], whp« erudition 
was universally recognized in Europe, in favour of a positivist. The positivists 
constitute a lay congregation which is ready for any dirty work. [General Uuis- 
Joseph-Nieolas Andrd (1838-1913) 

forced to resto as a result of the so-called ‘afftire des fiches. wh^ it was rwealed 
that he had introduced a system of promotion in the army which deperided upon 
political afiUiation to the Republic (and. by implicalion, » positivism)-! 

‘ Auguste Omtt (1798-1857); sociologist and philosopher; author of Cwr ^ 
phLuphie wrirro. (1830-42); towards the end of his life he anernpted to turn 
positivisTphilosophTimo a Religion of Humanity which copied many of the 
organizational and devotional practices of the Qiholic Lnurcli. 
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retained only the administrative, hierarchical and disciplinary 
machinery of that Church; his attempt obtained success only with 
those people who like to laugh at the simplicity of those they were 
duping. In the course of the nineteenth century, Catholicism reco¬ 
vered strength to an extraordinary degree because it would abandon 
nothing; it even strengthened its mysteries and, what is very curi¬ 
ous, it gains ground in cultivated circles where the rationalism 
which was formerly in fashion at the University is scoffed at.'" 

3) Nowadays we look upon the old claim made by our fathers that 
they had created a science of an or even that they could describe a 
work of an in so adequate a manner that the reader could obtain 
from a book an exact aesthetic appreciation of a picture or of a 
statue as a perfect example of pedantry. Taine’s efforts in the direc¬ 
tion first mentioned are veiy interesting but only as regards the 
history of the various schools. His methods give us no useful infor¬ 
mation about the works themselves. As for the descriptions, they 
are only of value if the wotks themselves are of small aesthetic 
quality and if they belong to what is sometimes called literary paint¬ 
ing. The poorest photograph of the Parthenon conveys a hundred 
times as much information as a volume devoted to the praise of the 
marvels of this monument; it seems to me that the famous Prim 
sw I'Acropole, so often praised as one of the finest passages in Renan, 
is a rather remarkable example of rhetoric and that it is much more 
likely to render Greek art unintelligible to us than to make us 
admire the Parthenon. Despite all his enthusiasm for Diderot 
(which is sometimes comical and expressed nonsensically), Joseph 
Reinach' is obliged to acknowledge that his hero was lacking in 
artistic feeling in his famous Salons, because Diderot appreciated 
most of all those pictures which offered possibilities of literary dis¬ 
sertation.^^ Bruneliere could say that Diderot’s Salons were the 


“ Pascal protested eloquently against those who considered obscurity an objeOion 
aitaiitst Dtholicism and it is with reason that Brunetiere looked upon him ^ being 
one of the most anticartesian of the men of his time {Eiwitt cniip.e, [mr i huiotre 
ie la lillincuri fran{aiie], 4th series, [Paris, Hachecie, 1891], pp- i44“9)- 
“ Jloseph] Reinach, DiJeroi [Paris, Hachette, 1894], pp. 116-17, *^5-7. ryi-a. 


' Joseph Reinach 11856-1921); a supporter of Gambetu and later > 
liamert; he was from the outset one of the prinapal advocates of die Dreyfusard 
cause; author of the Hisioire de t'affmre DTeyJus(i<iOi-i\)- 
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corruption of criticism, because he discussed works of art in them 
as if they were books/^ 

The impotence of speech is due to the fact that art flourishes best 
on mystery, half shades and indeterminate outlines; the more speech 
is methodical and perfect, the more likely is it to eliminate every¬ 
thing that distinguishes a masterpiece; it reduces the masterpiece to 
the proportions of an academic product. 

.\s a result of this preliminary examination of the three highest 
achievements of the mind, we are led to believe chat it is possible 
to distinguish in every complex body nf knowledge a clear and an 
obscure region, and to say that the latter is perhaps the most 
important. The mistake made by the mediocre consists in the state¬ 
ment that this second part must disappear with the progress of 
enlightenment and that eventually everything will be explained in 
terms of the little science. This error is particularly abhorrent as 
regards art and, above all perhaps, as reprds modem painting, 
which seeks more and more to render combinations of shades to 
which no attention was formerly paid on account of their lack of 
stability and of the difficulty of rendering them by speech." 


B. - i) In ethics, the part that can be expressed easily in clearly 
reasoned expositions is that which has reference to the equitable 
relations between men; it contains maxims which are to be found 
in many different civilizations; consequently it was for a long time 
believed that a summary of these precepts might form the basis of 
a natural morality applicable to the whole of humanity. The obscure 
part of morality is that which has reference to sexual relationships; 
this is not easily expressed in formulas; to understand it thoroughly 
you must have lived in a country for a great number of years. It 
is, moreover, the fundamental part; when it is known, the whole 
psychology of a people is understood; the supposed uniformity of 
the first system in reality then conceals many differences; almost 
identical maxims may correspond to very different applications; 
their clearness was only a delusion. 


[Ferdinand] Brunciiere, Evohiim dts genres [dins I’iiuoireje la laierawe], [Pans, 
Hachelte, 1898], p 122. Elsewhere he calls Diderot a phtlvune, P_'5d 
“ It is to the weal credit of the mpresilmnis that they showed that thxx fine shades 
can be renLred b, painting; but some few among then, swn to 

according to the formulas of a school and then there appe^ed a scandalous con¬ 
trast between their works and their avowed aims. 
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2) In le^slation, everybody sees immediately that ihe law regulat¬ 
ing contracts and debts constitutes the clearest part, that which is 
called scientific; here again there is a great uniformity in the rules 
adopted by different peoples, and it was believed that it was emi¬ 
nently desirable to draw op i common code founded on a rational 
revision of those that existed; but in practice it is again found that, 
in different countries, the courts generally attach different meanings 
to these supposed common principles; that is because there is some¬ 
thing individual and particular in each maxim. The mysterious 
region is the family, whose organization influences all social 
relationships. Le Play was very struck by an opinion of Tocqueville 
on this subject: ‘I am astonished', said this great thinker, ‘that 
ancient and modem publicists have not attributed a greater influ¬ 
ence on the progress of human affairs to the laws of inheritance. 
These laws, it is true, refer to civil affairs but they should be placed 
at the head of all political institutions, for they have an incredible 
influence on the social condition of peoples, of which political laws 
are only an expression.’'^ This remark governed all the researches 
of Le Play. 

This division of legislation into a clear and an obscure region has 
one curious consequence: it is very rare for people who are not 
members of the le^ professions to underuke any discussion of the 
principles of justice; they know that it is necessary to have an inti¬ 
mate knowledge of certain rules of law in order to be able to argue 
about these questions; an outsider would run the risk of making 
himself ridiculous if he were to venture on an opinion; but on the 
question of divorce, of paternal authority, of inheritance, every man 
of letters beUevcs himself as learned as the cleverest lawyer, because 
in this obscure region there are no well-defined principles nor reg¬ 
ular deductions. 

3) In economics, the same distinction is, perhaps, still more evi¬ 
dent; questions rebtive to exchange can he easily expounded; the 
methods of exchange are very much alike in the different counuies, 
and it is hardly likely that any very violent paradoxes will be ven¬ 
tured about monetary circulation; on the other hand, everything 


“ [Alexis de] Tocqueville, De k imocratK m Aamipu [Pans, Cdmami-Uvy. 
l86a1 1 chap, r [See Democracy in America [New York, Alfred A. I97p>. 

I ^47.1 (Frederic] U Piaj, La Refome sociaU en Prance. deduHe de 1 okervaUen 
emparee des peupler europiens [Tours, Maine. 1874). chap. 17. [section] I\ • 
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rektive lo production presents a complejcity which is sometimes 
inextricable; it is in production that local traditions are most 
strongly maintained; ridiculous utopias regarding production may 
be invented indefinitely without shocking the common sense of 
readers. Nobody denies that production is the fundamental part of 
any economic system; this is a truth which plays a great part in 
Marxism and which has been acknowledged even by authors who 
have been unable to understand its importance.*^ 


C, - Let U5 now examine how parliamentary assemblies work. For 
a long time it was believed that their principal function was that of 
arguing out the most important questions of social organization and, 
above all, those relating to the constitution; in such matters it is 
possible to proceed from first principles by way of deduction to 
dear and concise conclusions. Our forefathers excelled in this schol¬ 
astic type of argument, which forms the luminous part of political 
discussions. Now that the question of the constitution is scarcely 
ever discussed, certain great laws still give rise to fine oratorical 
contests; thus on the question of the separation of Church and 
State, the professional expounders of first principles were heard and 
even at^lauded; it was the opinion of all that the debates had rarely 
reached SO high a level, and this was because the question was one 
that lent itself to academic discussion. But when, as more frequently 
happens, commercial laws and social measures are discussed, then 
we see the stupidity of our representatives displayed in all its splen¬ 
dour; ministers, presidents and chairs of committees, experts, vie 
with each other in displays of stupidity The reason for this is that 
we are now dealing with economic questions and the mind is no 
longer guided by simple rules; in order to be able to give an opinion 
worthy of consideration on these questions one must have had a 
practical acquaintance with them, and this is not the case with our 
honourable members. Among them may be found many representa¬ 
tives of the little science-, on 5 July 1905 a well-known specialist in 


« In my Introducim a rtcenomie modem parts, Jacques, 1^3]- ^ ^‘’*11J,**’ 

Uus d-sdnerion may be used to throw Ughl on many 

remained exceedingly obscure, and noubly to show the exact value ol certain 
importanr arguments used by Proudhon 
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venereal diseases*’ declared that he had not studied political econ¬ 
omy, having ‘a certain distrust for that conjectural science’ We 
must doubtless undersund from this that it is more difhcult to 
argue about production than it is to diagnose syphilis. 


The little science has engendered a fabulous number of sophistries 
which we continually come across and which go down very well 
with people who possess the stupid and mediocre culture distrib¬ 
uted by the University. These sophistries consist in putting very 
different things on the same plane from a love of logical rimplicity; 
thus sexual morality is reduced to the equitable relations between 
contracting parties, the family code to that of regulating debts and 
agreements, and production to exchange. 

Because, in nearly every country and in every age, the State has 
undertaken to regulate circulation, both of money and of banknotes, 
or has laid down a legal system of measures it does not by my 
means follow that there would be the same advantage in entrusting 
to the State, for mere love of uniformity, the management of great 
enterprises: yet this argument is one of those which appeal most 
strongly to many medical students and nurselings of the law schools. 

I am convinced that jauris is even now unable to understand why 
industry has been abandoned by lazy legislators to the anarchical 
tendencies of egotists; if production is really the base of everything, 
as Marx says, it is criminal not to place it in the front rank, not to 
subject it to a great legislative action conceived on the same lines as 
those parts of legislation which owe their clearness to their abstract 
character, i.e. not to order and arrange it so that it rests on great 
principles analogous to those which are brought forward whet con¬ 
stitutional laws are discussed. 

Socialism is necessarily very obscure, since it deals mth pro- 
duction, i.e. with the most mysterious part of human affivity, and 
since it proposes to bring about a radical transformation of that 
region which it is impossible to describe with the clearness that is 
to be found in more superficial regions. No effort of thought, no 


« Dr [Victc.] Augagneur I.855-1931I was for a long time one of 
class of Iiitellecruals who looked upon socialism as a vanety of 
great protests in favour of Justice have brought him to the govemordiip of Mada¬ 
gascar, which proves that virtue is sometimes rewarded. 
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progress of knowledge, no rational induction will ever dispel (he 
mystery which envelops socialism; and it is because Marxism fully 
recognized this mystery as being a feature of socialism that it 
acquired the right to serve as the starting point of socialist enquiry. 

But we must hasten to add that this obscurity lies only in the 
language by which we endeavour to describe the methods of realizing 
socialism; this obscurity may be said to be scholastic only; it does 
not in the least prevent us picturing the proletarian movement in a 
way that is exact, complete and striking, and this may be achieved 
by the aid of that powerful construction which the proletarian mind 
has conceived in the course of social conflicts and which is called 
the general strike. It must never be forgotten that the perfection of 
this method of representation would vanish in a moment if any 
attempt were made to resolve the general strike into a sum of his¬ 
torical details: it must h taken as an undivided mhole and the passage 
from capitalism to socialim conceived m a catastrophe whose develop¬ 
ment defies desenption. 

The professors of the little science are really difficult to satisfy. 
They assert very loudly that they will only admit into thought ideas 
that are clear and distinct; - as a matter of fact, this is a rule which 
is insufficient for purposes of action, for we do nothing great with¬ 
out the help of warmly coloured and sharply defined images which 
absorb the whole of our attention; - now, is it possible to find 
anything more satisfying from their point of view than the general 
strike? - But, they say, we ought only to rely on those realities 
which are given by experience; is then the picture of the goieral 
strike made up of tendencies which were not obtained directly from 
observation of the revolutionary movement? Is it a work of pure 
reason, manufactured by armchair experts attempting to solve the 
social problem according to the rules of logic? Is it something arbi¬ 
trary? Is it not, on the contrary, a spontaneous product analogous 
to those others which students of history come across in periods of 
action? They insist and invoke the rights of the critical spirit; 
nobody dreams of disputing them; of course, this picturt of the 
general strike must be tested, and that is what I have tried to do 
above; but the critical spirit does not consist in replacing historical 
data by the charlatanism of a sham science. 

If it is desired to criticize the basis of the idea of the general 
strike, the attack must be directed against the revolutionary 



Tke proletarian !trike 


tendencies which it ^oups together and displays in action; by no 
other method worthy of attention can one hope to prove to the 
revolutionaries that they are wrong in giving all their energies to 
the cause of socialism and that their real interests would be better 
served if they were politicians; they have known this for a long time 
and their choice is made; as they do not take up a utilitarian stand¬ 
point, any advice they may be given will be in vain. 

We are perfectly aware that the historians of the future are bound 
to discover that we laboured under many illusions, because they 
will see behind them a finished world. We, on the other hand, must 
act and nobody can tell iis today what these historians will know; 
nobody can ftimish us with the means of modifying our motor 
images in such a way as to avoid their criticisms. 

Our situation resembles somewhat that of physicists who work at 
huge calculations based on theories which are not destined to 
endure for ever. We have nowadays abandoned all hope of dis¬ 
covering a complete science of nature; the spectacle of modern 
scientific revolutions is not encouraging for scientists and has no 
doubt led many people, naturally enough, to proclaim the bank¬ 
ruptcy of science - and yet we should be mad if we handed the 
management of industry over to sorcerers, mediums and miracle- 
workers. The philosopher who doet not uek to make a practical appli¬ 
cation of ha theories may take up the point of view of the future 
historian of science, and then dispute the absolute character of pre¬ 
sent-day scientific theories; but he is as ignorant as the present-day 
physicist when he is asked how to correct the expltmations given by 
the latter; must he therefore take refuge in scepticism.^ 

Today, no philosophers worthy of consideration accept the scep¬ 
tical position; their great aim, on the contrary, is to prove the legit¬ 
imacy of a science which, however, makes no claim to know the real 
nature of things and which confines itself to relations which csm be 
utilized for practical ends. It is because sociology is in the hands of 
people who are incapable of any philosophical reasoning that it is 
possible for us to be attacked (in the name of the little science) for 
being content with methods founded on the laws of action which 
are revealed to us in all great historical movements. 

To proceed scientifically means, fim of all, to know what foi^ 
exist in the world and then to take measures whereby we may uulize 
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them, by reasoning from experience. This is why I say that, by 
accepting the idea of the general strike, although we know that it is 
a myth, we are proceeding exactly as a modern physicist does who 
has complete confidence in his science, although he knows that the 
future will look upon it as antiquated. It is we who really possess 
the scientific spirit, while our critics have lost touch both with 
modem science and philosophy; - and having proved this, we are 
quite easy in our minds. 



V The political general strike 

I. Use made of rhe syndicats by politicians. - Pressure on parlia¬ 
ments. - The general strikes in Bel^um and Russia. 

II. Differences in the two currents of ideas corresponding to the 
two conceptions cf the general sirik: class struggle; the State; the 
aristocracy of thought. 

III. Jealousy fostered by politicians, - War as a source of heroism 
and of pillage. - Dictatorship of the proletariat and its historical 
antecedents, 

IV. Force and violence. - Marx’s ideas about force. - Necessity of 
a new theory in the case of proletarian violence. 


I 

Politicians are people whose wits are singularly sharpened by their 
voracious appetites and in whom the hunt for fat jobs develops the 
cunning of apackes.‘ They hold purely proletarian organizations in 
horror and discredit them as much as they can; frequently they even 
deny their efficacy, in the hope of alienating the workers from 
groups whichj th^ say, have no future. But when they perceive 
that their hatred is powerless, that their abuse does not hinder the 
working of these detested organizations and that they have become 

" This is one of several references made to 'apaches’ in the text. While the origin of 
the name is obvious, the apaches were an early twentieth-century verrion of thugs 
or petty criminals, for the most pan livii^ in the infamous ‘zones’ that nnged the 
city of Paris. 
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Strong, then they seek to turn to their own profit the forces which 
the proletariat has created. 

The cooperative societies were for a long time denounced as use¬ 
less to the workers; since they have prospered, more than one poli¬ 
tician has cast languishing eyes on their cash box and would like to 
see the party supported from income from the bakery and the groc¬ 
ery, as the Israelite administrative councils in many countries live 
off the dues from the Jewish butchers.' 

The syndicats may be very useful in electoral propaganda; a cer- 
tairt amount of skill is needed to utilize them profitably, but poli¬ 
ticians do not lack lightness of touch. Guerard, the secretary of the 
railway worker’s syndicai, was once one of the most ardent revol¬ 
utionaries in France; in the end, however, he understood that it was 
easier to play with politics than to prepare the gerreral strike;^ he is 
today one of those men in whom the Direction du Travail has most 
confidence, and in 1902 he went to a great deal of trouble in order 
to secure the election of Millerand. In the constituency where the 
socialist minister was a candidate there is a very large railway station 
and, without the support of Guerard, Millerand would probably 
have been defeated. In Le Socialiste of 14 September rgoa, a Guesd- 
ist denounced this conduct, which seemed to him doubly scandal¬ 
ous: because the congress of the railway workers had decided that 
the synJicat should not enter into politics and because a former 
Guesdist deputy was standing against Millerand- The author of the 


‘ In Algeria the scandals io the administration of these administrative councils, 
which had become sinks of electoral wrruption, compelled the government to 
reform them; but the recent law concerning the separation of the Churches and 
the State will probably bring about a return to the old practices. 

^ An attempt to otganite a railway strike was made in 189S, about which Jos^h 
Ronach says; 'A very riiady individual, Guferard, vdio had founded an usocwtion 
of railway vroAers and em^oyees which had a membership of ao.ooo, miervenrf 
fin the conflict of the navvies of Paris] with the announcement of a general smke 
of his union ... Brisaon authorized search warrants, bad the stations occupied by 
rite military, and placed lines of sentries along the tracks; nobody <«« ««{: 
Hisuire de I’affatre Dreyfits [Paris, Editions de la Revue Blanche, 1901-11I, IV, 
DO tto-n - Today the Gu6rard union is in such good favour that the govern¬ 
ment has grvited it permission to start ibig lottery. On 14 May i907,amenceau 

spoke of it in the aamber as a body of ‘sensible and r^>ble people opposed 
to the machinitiofts of the Conftderalion du Travail. [The strike of 189& wk mi 
abieci failure and convmced Eugtae Gu4rard (i859-i9J>) tactics ot the 

n*. «,.ld tad to dofat: thit, « Sotel mdta.o, ht too 

an indefihgable opponent of the ‘revolubonanes withm the CGT, and one ot the 
leaders of its reformist faction.] 
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article feared that ‘the corporative groups were on the wrong track 
and that, although they started out to utilize politics, they might 
Anally find themselves the tools of a party’. He was quite right, in 
any deals betweert the representatives of the syndicats and the poli¬ 
ticians, it will always be the latter who will reap the greater 
advantage. 

Politicians have more than once intervened in strikes, desiring to 
destroy the prestige of their adversaries and to capture the confi¬ 
dence of the workers. The Longwy basin strikes'’ in 1905 arose out 
of the efforts of a repuhlican federation, which attempted to organize 
the syndicats that might serve its ends as against those of the 
employers;^ the business did not quite take the turn desired by the 
promoters of the movement, who were not familiar enough with 
this kind of operation. Some socialist politicians, on the other hand, 
possess consummate skill in combining instincts of revolt into elec¬ 
toral forces. It was inevitable, therefore, that a few people should 
be struck by the idea that the great movements of the masses might 
be used for political ends. 

The history of England affords more than one example of a 
government giving way when numerous demonstrations against its 
proposals took place, even though it was strong enough to repel by 
force anv attack on existing institutions. It seems to be an admitted 
principle of parliamentary government that the majority cannot per¬ 
sist in pursuing schemes which give rise to popular demonstrations 
of too serious a kind. It is one of the applications of the system of 
compromise on which this system is founded; no law is valid when 
it is looked upon by a minority as being so oppressive that it arouses 
them to violent opposition. Large riotous demonstrations are an 
indication that the moment is not far off when an armed revolt 
might break out; governments that are respectful of the old tra¬ 
ditions give way before such demonstrations.* 

’ [Alphonse Merrhejra, ‘U Mouvewent ouvrier dans le bassin dc Longwy’] Le 
Mouvement socuiliste [168-9] (1-15 December 1905), [pp. 

‘ The clerical party thought that it would be able to make use of these tactics to 
block ttie application of the law regarding religious organizations^ it hoped that 
some show of violence would cause the government to give way, but the latter 
* The Loogwy basin in Lorrame was the centre of France's iron and min^mdus- 
tiies Starting in the spring of 1905 and continuing into the auramn of that year 
ther^ took place a series of laige and, at times, violent strikes, in which strikers 
were kiUed by troops. 
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Between the first simple threat of trouble and a riot a political 
general strike might take place, which could assume any one of a 
large number of forms: it might be peaceful and of short duration, 
its aim being to show the government that it is on the wrong track 
and that there are forces which could resist it; it might also be the 
first act of a series of bloody riots. 

During the last few years parliamentary socialists have not been 
so sure that they would soon come to power and they have recog¬ 
nized that their authority in the two Chambers is not destined to 
increase indefinitely. When there are no exceptional circumstances 
to force the government to buy their support with large concessions, 
their parliamentary power is much reduced. It would therefore be 
a great advantage to them if they could bring outside pressure to 
bear on recalcitrant majorities, thus appearing to threaten the con¬ 
servatives with a formidable insurrection. 

If there were in existence rich working-class federations, highly 
centralized and in a position to impose a strict discipline on their 
members, socialist deputies would not have very much trouble in 
inflicting their leadership occasionally upon their colleagues. All 
that they would have to do would be to take advantage of an oppor¬ 
tunity that was favourable to a movement of revolt, in order to stop 
some branch of industry for a few days. It has more than once been 
proposed that the government should be brought to a standstill in 
this fashion by a stoppage in the working of the mines or of the 
railways.* For such tactics to produce the full effect desired, the 
strike must break out unexpectedly at the word of command of the 
party and must stop at the moment when the lalta- has signed an 
agreement with the government. It is for these reasons that poli¬ 
ticians are so very much in favour of the centralization of the 
sytuUeats and that they ulk so much about discipline.^ It is well 


stuck to its runs, and it mar be said ihat one of the mainsprings of the pailiamen- 
my system was *US broken, since there are fewer obstacles thatv formerly to the 
diciiwrship of parlUmMic. 

’ In i8qo the natiwial congress of the Guesdist party at Ldle passed a resolunon 
by which it dcelartd that the general strike of the miners w acwally possible 
and that a general strike of the miners by itself would bnng about the results that 

are expected in vain from a stoppage of eveiy trade. 

‘ 'There may be room in the party for individual initiauve but the arbitfary tancws 
of the individual must be put down. The safety of the party bes m its rules; we 
must steadftsdy abide by them. It is the constitution fredy chosen by ourselves, 
which binds U5 together, and which will enable us to conquer together or to d.e. 
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understood that this discipline is one which must subject the prolet¬ 
ariat to their command. Associations which are very decentralized 
and grouped into homes du travail would offer them far fewer 
guarantees of success; so that all those who are not in favour of a 
solid concentration of the proletariat round the party leaders are 
regarded by the latter as anarchists. 

The political general strike has this immense advantage, that it 
does not greatly imperil the precious lives of the politicians; it is an 
improvement upon the moral insurrectioti of which the Alountain'' 
made use in the month of May 1793 in order to force the Conven¬ 
tion to expel the Girondins from its midst; Jaures, who is afraid of 
alarming his clients, the financiers (just as the members of the 
Mounlam were afraid of alarming the Departments), greatly admires 
any movement which is free from the violent acts that distress 
humanity;'’ he is not, therefore, an irreconcilable opponent of the 
political general strike. 


Recent events have given a very great impetus to the idea of the 
political general strike. The Belgians obtained the reform of the 
constitution by a display which has been decorated, perhaps rather 
ambitiously, with the name of the general strike.'^ It now appears 
that these events did not have the tragic aspect with which they 
have sometimes been credited; the ministry was very pleased to be 
put in a position to compel the Chamber to accept an electoral bill 
which the majority disapproved of; many liberal employers were 
very much opposed to this ultra-clerical majoTity; what happened, 
therefore, was smnething quite contrary to the proletarian general 
Strike, since the workers served the ends of the State and of the 
capitalists. Since those already distant times there has been uiother 
attempt to bring pressure to bear on the central authority, with the 


Thus spoke a learned exponent of socialism [Louis ReveLn (1865-1918)] at the 
National CouncU (Le Sotkliste, 7 October 1905). If a Jesuit expressed himself 
thus there would be an outcry about monkish fanaticism. 

’ Jean’jiurte, U Cetivenim [(Paris, Jules Rouoff, 1901). II], p. 1384- 


' As France dissolved into civil war the deputies of the Girondin ftmon were 
pursed from the Convention, after the insurrectionaryof 31 Mar * 
Junt The MounU,n, or Mmagnards, were so named because they sat on the 

hiahest benches of the Convention. 

-61^3 a successAi! mass strike was called in Belgium demandmg universal 
suffrage. 
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aim of establishing a more democratic system of suffrage; this 
attempt failed completely; the ministry, this time, was no longer 
secretly on the side of the promoters in wishing to adopt a new 
electoral law. Many Belgians were very much astonished at their 
failure and could not understand why the king did not dismiss his 
ministers to please the socialists, he had previously insisted on the 
resignation of his clerical ministers in the face of liberal opposition; 
in fact, this king understood nothing of his duties and, as was said 
at the time, he was only a cardboard cut-oul king. 

This Belgian experience is not without interest, because it brings 
home to us the fact that the proletarian general strike and the politi¬ 
cal general strike are diametrically opposed to one another. Belgium 
is one of those countries where the trade union movement is the 
weakest;' the whole socialist organiMtion is founded on the bakers, 
grocers’ and drapers’ shops that are run by committees of the party; 
the worker, accustomed from of old to a clerical discipline, remains 
an inferior who believes himself obliged to follow the leadership of 
people who sell him the commodities he needs at a slight reduction 
and who assail him with Catholic or socialist speeches. Not only do 
we find grocery set up as a priestcraft, but it is also from Belgium 
that we get the well-known theory of public services against which 
Guesde wrote such a violent pamphlet in 1883* and which Deville 
called in the same year a Belgian imitation of collectivism.* The 
whole of Belgian socialism tends towards the development of State 
industrialism and the constitution of a class of worker-civil servants 
who would be firmly disciplined under the iron hand of leaders 
accepted by democracy.’ It is quite natural, therefore, that in such 
a country the general strike should be conceived in a political form; 
in such conditions, the only aim of the popular insurrection must 


‘ [Gahrie!] Deville, Le Capilil [de Karl Marx, resume el accompagne d'un aper(u lur 

/f sooa/iflK (Pm*-f^htnmarioii, 1883)), p. 10. 

" Paul Leroy-Beaulieu retently proposed ailing the whole body of ^w^ent 
employees ‘the Fourth Estate’ and those in private mpbyment ‘the Fifth Estate; 
he aid that the first tended to form hereditary castes (Les Debats, 28 November 
loot). As time goes on, the distinction between the two gitwps will more 
pronounced! the first group is a great source of support to socialist politicians who 
wish to discipline it perfectly and to subordinate the industrial producers to it. 


See Sorel’s earlier article 'U Socialisme en Belgique’, LOuvreer des deux mondei 
J[ui«/Gu^ef^ifM puilies el locialme (Paris, Oriol, 1883). 
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be to pass power from one group of politicians to another - the 
people still remaining the passive beast that bears the yoke."* 

The very recent troubles in Russia have helped to popularize the 
idea of the general strike among professional politicians.® Many 
people were surprised at the results produced by the great concerted 
stoppages of work; but what really happened and what followed 
from these disturbances is rxot very well known. People who are 
acquainted with the country believe that Witte was in t»ntact with 
many of the revolutionaries and that he was delighted at being able 
to obtain, by terrifying the tsar, the dismissal of his enemies and 
the grant of institutions which, in his opinion, would put obstacles 
in the way of any return to the old regime. It is very remarkable 
that for a long time the government seemed paralysed and the 
administration reduced to anarchy, while, from the moment Witte 
thought it necessary in his personal interests to act vigorously, 
repression was rapid; that day arrived (as several people had 
foreseen) when the financiers needed to revive Russian credit. It 
seems hardly probable that the previous insurrections ever had the 
irresistible power attributed to them; Le Petit Parisien, which was 
one of the French newspapers that did most to secure the fame of 
Witte, said that the great strike of October 1905 came to an end on 
account of the hunger of the workers; according to this newspaper, 
the strike had even been prolonged for a day in the hope that the 
Poles would take part in the movement and would obtain con¬ 
cessions as the Finns had done; then it congratulated the Poles for 
having been ip»jf enough not 10 budge and for not having given a 
pretext for German intervention {Le Petil Partsien^ 7 November 
1905). 

We must not allow ourselves, therefore, to be too much dazzled 
by certain descriptions, and Ch[arles] Bonnier was right when, in 


« This does nor prevent VinderveWe from comparins the future world to the A.bbey 
of Thelma, celebrited by Rabelais, where everybody did as he ple^, rad from 
saying that he aspires to an ‘anarchist community’ ([Jules] Descree and [tadej 
Vandervelde, Le Socialiime en Be/pfur [Paris, Giard et Briere, i8q8], p. 289). Oh, 
the magic of big words! 


* Ift too? a wave of strikes and protests led to the establishment of the Si Petersburg 
soviet led by Trotsky, It was in these conditions that Witte extracted a crasti- 
Wtioiial manifesto from the tsar thit introduced an element of constitutional and 
representative government. 
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Le Socialisu of i8 November i^s, he cast doubt on the account 
that had been given of events in Russia; he had always been an 
irreconcilable opponent of the genera! strike and he pointed out that 
there was no resemblance at all between what had happened in 
Russia and what the "genuine syndicalists in France’ look forward 
to. In his opinion, the strike in Russia had merely been the consum¬ 
mation of a very complett process, one method out of the many 
employed, which had succe^ed owing to the exceptionally favour¬ 
able circumstances in which it had occurred. 


We have here, then, a criterion which will serve to distinguish two 
kinds of movement generally designated by the same name. We 
have studied a proletarian general strike which is an undivided 
whole; now we have to consider the general political strike which 
combines the incidents of economic revolt with many other 
elements depending on systems foreign to the economy. In the first 
case, no detail ought to be considered by itself; in the second, every¬ 
thing depends upon the art with which heterogeneous details are 
combined. In this case the parts must be considered separately, their 
importance estimated, and an attempt made to harmonize them. 
One would think that such a task ought to be looked upon as purely 
utopian (or even quite absurd) by the people who are in the habit 
of bringing forward so many practical objections to the proletarian 
general strike; but if the proletariat, left to itself, can do nothing, 
politicians are equal to anything. Is it not one of the dogmas of 
democracy that the genius of demagogues can overcome ail 
obstacles? 

I will not stop here to discuss what chances of success these 
tactics have and I leave it to the speculators who read L’Humaniti 
to discover how the political general strike may be prevented from 
degenerating into anarchy. My only concern in the following pages 
will be to throw full light on the great difference between the two 
conceptions of the general strike. 


II 

We have seen that the idea of the syndicalist general strike contains 
-within itself the whole of proletarian socialism; not only are all its 
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real elements found therein, but they are, moreover, grouped in the 
same way as in social struggles and their movements are exactly 
those proper to their own nature. It would, in contrast, be imposs- 
ibk to find iuiy image which would represent as perfectly the social¬ 
ism of politicians; yet, by making the political general strike the 
pivotal point in the tactics of those socialists who are at the same 
time revolutionary and parliamentary, it becomes possible to obtain 
an exact notion of what it is that separates the latter from the 
syndicalists. 

A. - We perceive immediately that the political general strike does 
not presuppose a class struggle concentrated on the field of battle 
in which the proletariat attacks the bourgeoisie - the division of 
society into two antagonistic armies disappears - for this kind of 
revolt is possible with any kind of social structure. In the past many 
revolutions were the result of coalitions between discontented 
groups; socialist writers have often pointed out that the poorer 
classes have more than once allowed themselves to be massacred to 
no purpose, save to place power in the hands of new rulers who, 
with great asruteness, had managed to utilize for their own advan¬ 
tage a passing discontent of the people against the former 
authorities. 

It seems, indeed, that the Russian liberals had hoped to see some¬ 
thing of the kind happen in 1905; they were delighted at the number 
of peasant and working-class insurrections; it has even been asserted 
that they heard with great satisfaction of the reverses of the army 
in Manchuria;” they believed that a frightened government would 
have recourse to their enlightenment; as there is a large number of 
sociologists among them, the tittle science would thus have obtaned 
a huge success; but it is probable that the people would have been 
left to twiddle their thumbs. 

It is, I suppose, for much the same kind of reason that the capital¬ 
istic shareholders of L 'Humanite are such admirers of cenmn strikes; 
they look upon the proletariat as a very convenient instrument with 
which to clear the ground and they feel certain from their study of 


" The correspondent of Us Dehu, in the issue of 25 Noveniher .^6, «Uted ho« 

the meml«rs of the Douitta had congratulited a Japanese (ourmlisl on me vicror- 

ies of his compatriots (cf. Lei DeiaSs, 25 December 1907) 
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histor)' that it will always be possible for a socialist government to 
bring rebels to reason. Moreover, are not the laws against anarchists, 
made in an hour of madness, still carefully preserved? They are 
stigmatised as mkkei kms-^ but they may yet serve to protect capi¬ 
talist-socialists.'^ 


B. - i> Further, it would no longer be true to say that the whole 
organization of the proletariat was contained within revolutionary 
syndicalism. Since the syndicalist general strike would no longer be 
the entire revolution, other organizations would have been created 
side by side with the synJicats; as the strike could only be one detail 
cleverly dovetailed into many other incidents that must be set going 
at the propitious moment, the synJictits would have to await the 
word of command of the political committees, or at least work in 
perfect agreement with the committees which represent the supenor 
intelligence of the socialist movement. In Italy, Ferri’ has rep¬ 
resented this agreement in a rather comical manner, by saying that 
socialism has need of two legs; this figure of speech was borrowed 
from Lessing,' who little thought that it might become one of the 
principles of sociology. In the second scene of Mtnno von Bankelm, 
the innkeeper says to Just that a man cannot stand on one glass of 
brandv any more than he can walk on one leg; he also adds that all 
good things are three in number and that a rope of four strands is 
all the stronger, I am not aware that sociology has made any use of 
these other aphorisms, which are worth just as much as the one 
Ferri misused. 


We may also ask how much the old enemies of military justice desire the abolition 
of the courts martial. For a long hme, the nationalists were able to rriMTitain with 
some show of reason that they were retained in older that Dreyfus, if the court 
of appeal ordered a third trial, should not be brought up before a court of assizes; 
a coun martial can be more easily chosen than a jury. 

Following the assassination of President Carnot by the anarchist CaMtio, the 
government passed a scries of laws in 1894 authorizing dfMtk repteaion of the 
anarrbitt movement and of anarchist propaganda. The subjea of si^y 
these laws became known as ihe ‘lois scelirates'. It was after Ais Aat the anarchists 


began to enter the lyn^aK. . . ri> 

' Enneo Ferri (1856-10*9); criminologist and professor at the University of Rome; 
he was also one of the leading figures on the left wing of the Italian socialist 
party. Associated with a socialism inspired by positivism, his writings were widely 
translated into French, German and English, 
f Gottfried Ephraim Lessing (17^9-80; German dramatist and critic, Mmna von 
Bamlulm, written in 1767, was a comedy. 
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2) If the syndicalist general strike is connected with the idea of 
an era of great economic progress, the political general strike calls 
up, instead, that of a period of decline. Experience shows that 
classes on the downward slope are more easily captured by the fal¬ 
lacious harangues of politicians than classes on the rise, $0 that there 
seems to be a close relation between the political perspicacity of 
men and the conditions under which they live. Prosperous classes 
may often act very imprudently, because they have too much con¬ 
fidence in their own strength, face the future with too much bold¬ 
ness and are overcome for the moment by a frenzied desire for 
glory. Enfeebled classes habitually put their trust in people who 
promise them the protection of the State, without ever trying to 
understand how this protection could possibly harmonize their dis¬ 
cordant interests; they readily enter into every coalition formed for 
the purpose of forcing concessions from the government; they 
greatly admire charlatans who speak with self-assurance. Socialism 
must be exceedingly careful if it is not to fall to the level of what 
Engels called bombastic anti-Semitism.'^ and the advice of Engels 
on this point has not always been followed. 

The political general strike presupposes that very diverse social 
groups shall possess the same faith in the magical force of the State: 
this faith is never lacking amongst groups on the decline and its 
existence enables windbags to represent themselves as able to do 
everything. The political general strike would be greatly helped by 
the stupidity of philanthropists; and this stupidity is always a result 
of the degeneration of the rich classes. Its chances of success would 
be enhanced by the fact that it would have to deal with cowardly 
and discouraged capitalists. 

3) Under such conditions it would no longer be possible to ignore 
plans for tbe future state of society; these plans, on which Marxism 
pours ridicule and which the syndicalist general strike ignores, 
would become an essential element of the new system. A political 
general strike could not be proclaimed until it was known with 
absolute certainty that the complete framework of the future organ¬ 
ization was ready. This is what Jaures intended to convey in his 
articles of 1901 when he said that modern society ‘will recoil from 

[Pritdricli) Engek, ‘La question agraire et It socialisme'. in Le C^touvcmeni socialr 

ile [44I (October 15. 1900), p. 4.62 Cf. pp. 45®^ 9"*^ P •4^3- 
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an enterprise as indeterminate and as empty as the [syndicalist 
strike] as one draws back from the precipice’.” • 

There are plenty of young barristers without a future career who 
have filled enormous notebooks with their detailed projects for 
social organization. If we have not yet been favoured with the brevi¬ 
ary of the revolution which Lucien Herr announced in 1900,'“ we 
know at least that regulations have been framed for the establish¬ 
ment of the book-keeping branch of the collectivist society, and 
[Ernest] Tarbouriech has even gone into the question of the printed 
forms to be recommended for the use of the future bureaucracy.” 
Jaures is continually bewailing the fact that so many lights are con¬ 
demned to remain under the capitalist bushel; and he feels con¬ 
vinced that the revolution depends very much less on the conditions 
Marx had in mind than on the efforts of unknown geniuses. 


C. - I have already called attention to the terrifying nature of the 
revolution as conceived by Marx and the syndicalists and I have said 
that it is very important that its character of absolute and irrevocable 
transformation should be preserved, because it contributes power¬ 
fully to giving socialism its high educational value. The profoundly 
serious work which is being carried on by the proletariat could not 
be viewed with any approval by the comfort-loving followers of our 
politicians; the latter desire to reassure the bourgeoisie and promiw 
not to allow the people to give themselves up entirely to their 
anarchical instincts. They explain to the bourgeoisie that they do 
not by any means dream of suppressing the great Slate machine, 
but rather as wise socialists desire two things: to take possession of 
this machine so that they may improve its operation and make n 
run 10 further their friends’ interests as much as possible - and to 
assure the subility of government, which will be very advantageous 


’Mleanl Jauris, £(iKieJ IP«»5, Ollendorf, p. 

Many idiotically serious things like this may be found in Tabounech s -W C'" 
fuJe r • Enoi d'une utopu (Paris, Stock, 1902)] - people who call iheitv 

wives well itifomied sav that Arthur Fonuine Ii86ch-i93il, dwteur du 
has some astonishing solutions to the social question in his portfo i« and i^t he 
wiU reveal them on the day that he retires. Our successors will bless him lor 
having saved up for them pleasures we shall not know. 

■ In iqoo Herr, Oarles Andler and others launched the Bibliotheque Swialish^ 
Arao^the texts announced, but never published, was Herr s own la Rivelumn 
!ociale. Herr was 1 notorious non-puhlisher. 
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for all business men. Tocqueville had observed that, since the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, the administrative institutions 
of France having changed very little, revolutions had no longer pro¬ 
duced any very great upheavals.Socialist financiers have not read 
Tocqueville but they understand instinctively that the preservation 
of a highly centralized, very authoritarian and very democratic State 
puts immense resources at their disposal and protects them from 
proletarian revolution. The transformations which their friends, the 
parliamentary socialists, may carry out will always be of a very lim¬ 
ited scope and it will always be possible, thanks to the State, to 
correct any imprudence they may commit. 

The general strike of the syndicalists drives away from socialism 
all financiers who are in search of adventures; the political strike 
radier pleases them, because it would be carried out in circum¬ 
stances favourable to the power of politicians - and consequently to 
the operations of their financial allies.'^ 

Marx supposes, exactly as the syndicalists do, that the revolution 
will be absolute and irrevocable, because it will place the forces of 
production in the hands of fiee men, i.e. of men who are capable of 
running the workshop created by capitalism without any need of 
masters. This conception would not at all suit the financiers and 
the politicians whom they support, for both are only fit to exercise 
the noble profession of masters. Therefore, the authors of all 
enquiries into moderate socialism are forced to acknowledge that the 
latter implies the division of society into two groups; the first forms 
an elite organized as a political party, which has adopted the mission 
of thinking for the thoughtless masses and which imagines that, 


'' [Alexis del Tocqueville, L'Anaen RJgimi et to Rivotutm. [Paris, Calmann-Levy, 
1864], p- 357. [See The Ancien Repme and tki French Reveluiun (London, Fon¬ 
tana, 1969), at^xo-l n 11 j 

In L'Avoni-Gardt of V) October 1905 may be read the report of Luaen RcJland 
to the Naional Clound) of the Unified Socialist Pany on the elecnoii at Flonc ol 
Louis Dreyfus, a speculator in grain and a shareholder of L'Humtmit. 1 was 
neatlv pained’, says Rolland, ‘to hear one of the tmgs of the ime speak m the 
name of our Internationale, of our red flag, of our principles, and cry Ung live 
the social republic!”.’ Those whose only knowledge of this elecmn has been 
gained from the official report published in Le Seoilate of a8 October i9»5. 

^ve gained a singularly false idea of it. Official 

misirusteci. I do not telieve that, during the Dreyfus affur, 

general staff ever distorted the truth so much as the offiaal socialists did on this 

occasion. 
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because it allows the latter to enjoy the results of its superior 
enlightenment, it has deme something admirable;'* - the second is 
the whole body of the producers, The political elite has no other 
profession than that of using its intellect and they find that it is 
strictly in accordance with the principles of immanent justice (of 
which they are the sole owners) that the proletariat should work to 
feed them and to furnish them with the means for an existence that 
only distantly resembles an ascetic’s. 

This division is so evident that generally no attempt is made to 
hide it the officials of socialism constantly speak of the party as an 
organism having a life of its own. At the International Socialist 
Congress of 1900, the party was warned against the danger it ran 
in following a policy which might separate it too much from the 
proletariat; it must inspire the masses -with confidence if it desires 
to have their support on the day of the great battle.'* The great 
reproach which Marx levelled at his adversaries in the Alliance was 
this separation of the leaders and the led, which had the effect of 
reinstating the State“ and which is today so marked in Germany 
... and elsewhere. 


m 


A, - We will now carry our analysis of the ideas grouped around the 
political strike a little farther and enquire first of all what becomes of 
the notion of dass. 

1) It will no longer be possible to distinguish the classes by the 
place occupied by their members in capitalist production; we go 


* The InteLectuals are noi, as is so often said, men «ho think: they are people mh 
have tdoptei the peofessum o/rfantie? and who take an amocratk salary on account 
of the nobility of this profession. 

For example, VailUnt says: ‘Since -we have to fight this great bitUe, do you Bunk 
that we can win it if we have not the proletariat behind us? We must hive the 
proleuriat; and we shall not have it if we have discourajed it, if wc haw shown 
il that the Party no longer lepresents its interests, no longer npreserits the war of 
die working class against the capitalist class’: [‘Compte rradu stinographique non 
officiel de W version frwfaise du einquieme Congrte socialiste intMTtatwnal, tenu 
a Paris du 13 au 27 septembre 190a’}, CaAierj ie h QiinzaifU, i6th cahicr of the 
IP series, pp. 159-^. This number contains the shonhand notes of the proceed¬ 
ings of the Congress. , , ,. 

” FFriedrich Engels, Paul Lafargue and Karl Marx.] L Alhance dt la doiwoww soaa- 
lisle el I'AsKHiation mlernatifnale des Crevaillears [Hambvrg-London, A. Darson, 
1873]. P- '4- 
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back to the old distinction between rich groups and poor groups, 
such was the division between the classes as it appeared to those 
earlier socialists who sought to reform the iniquities of the actual 
distribution of riches, The social Catholics also take up this position 
and endeavour to improve the lot of the poor, not only by charity 
but also by a large number of institutions which aim at the miti¬ 
gation of the wretchedness caused by the capitalist economy. It 
seems that even today things are considered from this point of view 
in circles that admire Jaures as a prophet; I have been told that the 
latter sought to convert Buisson' to socialism by making an appeal 
to the goodness of his heart and that these two oracles had a very 
ludicrous discussion as to the best way to remedy the defects of 
society. 

The masses believe that they are suffering from the iniquitous 
consequences of a past which was full of violence, ignorance and 
wickedness; they are confident that the genius of their leaders will 
render them less unhappy; they believe that democracy, if it were 
only free, would replace a malevolent hierarchy by a benevolent 
hierarchy. 

The leaders, who foster this sweet illusion in their men, see the 
situation from quite another point of view; the present social organ¬ 
ization revolts them just in so far as it creates obstacles to their 
ambition; they are less shocked by the existence of classes than by 
thor own inability to attain the positions already acquired by elder 
men; on the day when they have penetrated far enough into the 
sanctuaries of the State, into drawing-rooms and places of amuse¬ 
ment, they cease, as a rule, to be revolutionary and speak learnedly 
of evolution. 

2) The sentiment of revolt which is met with in the poorer classes 
will henceforth be coloured by a violent jealousy. Our democratic 
newspapers foster this passion with considerable skill, imagining 
that this is the best means of dulling the minds of their readers and 
of keeping up the circulation of the paper; they exploit the scandals 
that arise from time to time amongst the rich; they lead their readers 


' Ferdinand Buisson (i87i-i93*)i Prwesunt academic and politician; commined 

above all to the idea of a‘secuhr faith’as the basis necessary to secure the subiliiy 
and tensity of the Republic. An aident Dreyfiisard, after his election as a^ta- 
roentaiy deputy in ipoa he supported Cotnbes in his policy of separating Churc* 
and State. 
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to feel a savage pleasure when they see shame entering the house¬ 
hold of one of the great ones of the earth. With a really astonishing 
impudence, they pretend that they are thus serving the cause of 
refined morality, which they hold as much to heart, they say, as the 
well-being and the liberty of the poorer classes! But it is probable 
that their own interests are the sole motives for their actions.^' 

Jealousy is a sentiment which seems to belong, above all, to pass¬ 
ive beings; leaders have active sentiments, and with them jealousy 
vs transformed into a thirst to obtain, at whatever cost, the most 
coveted positions by employing any means which enables them to 
set aside people who stand in the way of their onward march. In 
politics, people are no more held back by scruples than they are in 
sport, and we hear every day of cases where competitors of all kinds 
of contests seek to improve their chances by some trickery or other. 

3) The maes tcho are led have a very vague and extremely simple 
idea of the means by which their lot can be improved; the dema¬ 
gogues easily get them to believe that the best way is to utilize the 
State to pester the rich; we thus pass from jealousy to vengeance, 
and it is well known that vengeance is a sentiment of power, 
especially with the weak. The history of the Greek cities and of the 
Italian republics of the Middle Ages is full of instances of fiscal laws 
which were very oppressive on the rich and which contributed not 
a little towards the ruin of governments. In the fifteenth century, 
Aeneas Sylvius (later Pope Pius II) noted with astonishment the 
extraordinary prosperity of the commercial towns of Germany and 
the great liberty enjoyed there by the bourgeoisie who, in Italy, 
were pcrsecuted.^^ If our contemporary social policy were examined 
closely, it would be seen that it, too, was steeped in ideas of jralousy 
and vengeance; many regulations have been framed more with the 
idea of annoying employers chan of improving the situation of the 
workers; when the clericals are in a minority they never foil to 


I note here, in pissing, that for Pesil Parisitn, the importance of whi* « an organ 
of the policy of social reform is so great, took up stron^y the case of the pnneess 
of Sawny and the chaminj private tutor Giron. This newspaper, which is very 
fond of giving sermons to the people, cannot understand why the outraged hus¬ 
band obstinately refuses to lake back his wife. On 14 Septmber ^ 

‘she had broken with the ordinary moral code'; it may be concluded from this 
that the moral code of Le PfiU PtrUun is something quite our of the ordina^ 

“ [/ohanneslJanssen, fAUeirngne .t la Reform, French trans, [Pans, Plon, 188, 1 , 
I, p. 361. 
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recommend severe regulations in order to be revenged on Freema¬ 
son employers.^’ 

The leaders obtain all sorts of advantages from these methods; 
they alarm the rich and exploit them for their own personal profit; 
they CTy louder than anyb^y against the privileges of wealth and 
know how to obtain for themselves all the enjoyments which the 
latter procures; by making use of the evil instincts and the stupidity 
of their followers, they realize the curious paradox that they get 
the people to applaud the inequality of conditions in the name of 
democratic equality. It would be impossible to understand the suc¬ 
cess of demagogues, from the time of Athens to contemporary New 
York, if due account was not taken of the extraordinary power of 
the idea of vengeance in extinguishing reasonable reflection, 

I believe that the only means by which the pernicious influence 
of the demagogues may be wiped out are those employed by social¬ 
ism in propagating the notion of the proletarian general strike, it 
awakens in the depth of the soul a sentiment of the sublime pro¬ 
portionate to the conditions of a gigantic struggle; it forces the 
desire to satisfy jealousy by malice into the background; it brings to 
the fore the pride of free men and thus protects the worker from 
the charlatanism of ambitious leaders eager for pleasures. 


B, - The great differences that exist between the two general strikes 
(or the two socialisms) become still more obvious when social 
struggles are compared to war; in fact, war may also give rise to 
two opposite systems of ideas, so that quite contradictory things can 
be said about it, all based on incontestable facts. 

War may be considered frwn its noble side, i.e. as it has been 
considered by poets celebrating armies which have been pa-ticularly 
illustrious; proceeding thus we find in wan 

i) The idea that the profession of arms cannot compare to any 
other profession, - that it puts the man who adopts this profession 
in a class which is superior to the ordinary conditions of life, - tlmt 
history is based entirely on the adventures of warriors, so that the 
economic life only existed to maintain them. 


2= The appli«don of social laws gives rise, in France at least, to very sm^lac 
inequalities of treatment; iudical proceedings depend on 

ditions The case of the rich fashion designer may be remembered who ^iecor 
S bv Millerand and against whom proceedings had SO often been taken for 
infrin^merts of the laws for the protection oi worl-girlb. 
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2) The sentiment of glory which Renan so justly looked upon as 
one of the most singular and the most powerful creations of human 
genius, and which has been of such incomparable value in history ” 

3) The ardent desire to try one’s strength in great battles, to 
submit to the test which gives the military calling its claim to 
superiority, and to conquer glory at the peril of one’s life. 

There is no need for me to insist on these features of war at any 
great length for readers to understand the part played in ancient 
Greece by this conception of war. The whole of classical history is 
dominated by the idea of war conceived heroically; in their origin, 
the institutions of the Gteek republics had as their basis the organ¬ 
ization of armies of citizens; Greek art reached its apex in the cita¬ 
dels; philosophers conceived of no other possible form of education 
than that which fostered in youth the heroic tradition, and if they 
endeavoured to keep the study and practice of music within bounds 
it was because they wished to prevent the development of senti¬ 
ments foreign to discipline; social utopias were created with a view 
to maintaining a nucleus of homeric warriors in the cities, etc. In 
our own times, the wars of Liberty have been scarcely less fruitful 
in ideas than those of the ancient Greeks. 

There is another aspect of war which does not posse^ this 
character of nobility and on which the pacifists always dwell.*’ The 
object of war is no longer war itself; its object is to allow politicians 
to satisfy their ambitions: the foreigner must be conquered m order 
that they themselves may obtain great and immediate material 
advantages; the victory must also give the party which led the 
country during the time of success so great a preponderance that it 
can distribute favours to its followers; finally, it is hoped that the 
citizens will be so intoxicated by the spell of victory they will over¬ 
look the sacrifices which they are called upon to make and will allow 
themselves to be carried away by enthusiastic conceptions of the 
future. Under the influence of this state of mind, the people permit 
the government to develop its authority in an improper manner, 
without any protest, so that every conquest abroad may be 

[Erntsi] Renan, Hisloirt dv peuple d’hrail [Pans, Calminn-Levy, 1887^3], fV, 

“ TT,e' kt.«n ih. two .it TO « the of Pmolhon'i b<.f 

on La Guerre er k paix [Paris, Lacroix, r869|. 
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considered as having for its inevitable corollary a conquest at home 
made by the party that holds power. 

The syndicalist general strike presents a very great number of 
analogies with the first conception <if war: the proletariat organizes 
itself for battle, separating itself distinctly from the other parts of 
the nation, and regarding itself as the great motive power of history, 
all other social considerations being subordinated to that of combat; 
it is very clearly conscious of the glory which will be attached to its 
historical role and of the heroism of its militant attitude; it longs 
for the final contest in which it will give proof of the whole measure 
of its valour. Pursuing no conquest, it has no need to make plans 
for utilizing its victories; it counts on expelling the capitalists from 
the productive domain and on taking their place in the workshop 
created by capitalism. 

This conception of the general strike manifests in the clearest 
manner its indifference (o the material profits of conquest by 
affirming that it proposes to suppress the State; the State has always 
been, in fact, the organizer of the war of conquest, the dispenser of 
its fruits, and the reason for the existence of the dominating groups 
which profit by its enterprises - the cost of which is borne by the 
general body of society. 

Politicians adopt the other point of view; they argue about social 
conflicts in exactly the same manner as diplomats argue about inter¬ 
national affairs; all the actual fighting apparatus of conflict interests 
them very little; they see in the comtatanis nothing but instru¬ 
ments. The proletariat is their army, which they love in the same 
way that a colonial administrator loves the troops which enable him 
to bring large numbers of negroes under his authority; they apply 
themselves to the task of training the proletariat, because they are 
in a hurry to win quickly the great battles which will deliver the 
State into their hands; they keep up the ardour of their men, as the 
ardour of troops of mercenaries has always been kept up, by prom¬ 
ises of pillage, by appeals to hatred, and also by the small favours 
which their occupancy of a few political places already enables them 
to distribute. But the proletariat for them is cannon fodder and 
nothing else, as Marx said in i873'^ 

[Engels, Lafjrgue and Man,] L'Alluinci dt k ddmocralie soaahsie, p. 15 Marx 

accused his opponents of modelling their policy on Napoleonic lines. 
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The strengthening of the State is at the basis of all their concep¬ 
tions; in the organizations which they at present control, the poli¬ 
ticians are already preparing the framework of a strong, centralized 
and disciplined authority, which will not be hampered by the criti¬ 
cism of an opposition, which will be able to enforce alence and 
which will give currency to its lies. 

C. - In socialist literature the question of a future dictatonhtp of 
the proietariat is constantly raised, but nobody likes to explain it; 
sometimes this formula is improved and the epithet impersonal is 
added to the substantive dictatorship, though this addition does not 
throw much light on the question. Bernstein pointed out that this 
dictatorship would probably be that ‘of club orators and of literary 
men’^^ and he was of the opinion that the socialists of 1848, when 
speaking of this dictatorship, had in view an imitation of i 793 i ® 
central, dictatorial and revolutionary authority, upheld by the ter¬ 
rorist dictatorship of the revolutionary clubs’; he was alarmed by 
this prospect and he asserted that all the workers with whom he 
had had the opportunity of conversing were very mistrustful of the 
furure.“ Hence he concluded that it would be better to base socialist 
policy and propaganda upon a more evolutionary conception of 
modern society. His analysis seems to me to be inadequate. 

In the dictatorship of the proletariat we may first of all notice a 
harking back to the ancien regime, socialists have for a long time 
been dominated by the idea that capitalist society must be likened 
to the feudal system. I scarcely know any idea more false and more 
dangerous; they imagine that the new feudalism would disappear 
beneath the influence of forces analogous to those which mined the 
old feudal system. The Utter succumbed beneath the attacks of a 


” Bemscein evidently lud in mind here a well-known article by Proudhon, from 
which, moreover, he <iuotes a fragment on p. 47 of his hwk. Tha amdt do» 
with imprecations against the Intellecmals: ‘Then you will know what a revolutiOT 
is that has been set fjoing by lawyers, accomplished by artists, and conduct^ by 
novelists and poets. Nero was an artist, a lyrk and a dramatic artist, a passionate 
lover of the ideal, a worshipper of the antique, a coLector of medals, a twinst. a 
poet, an orator, a swordsman, a sophist, a Don Juan, a Lovelace, a nobler^ full 
of wit, fancy, and fellow-feeling, overflowing with love of life “d low of pleasure. 

That is why he was Nero’: £.e Represenwnt da Pexf/e, aQApnl 1848- , 

fEduardj Bernstein, ikeoriqut el socmI-JMocraiie prati^ [Pans, Stock, 

iqoo], pp. 298 and 226. 
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strong and centralized power, imbued with the conviction that it 
had received a mandate from God to employ exceptional measures 
against evil; the kings of the new model,^ who established the 
modem monarchical system, were terrible despots wholly destitute 
of scruples; but great historians have absolved them from all blame 
for the acts of violence they committed, because they wrote in times 
when feudal anarchy, the barbarous manners of the old nobles and 
their lack of culture, when joined Co a want of respect for the ideas 
of the past,® seemed crimes against which it was the duty of the 
royal power to act energetically. It is, therefore, probably with a 
view to treating the leaders of capitalism with a wholly royal energy 
that there is much talk today of the dicUtorship of the proletariat. 

Later on, royalty relaxed its despotism and constitutional govern¬ 
ment took its place; it is also said that the dictatorship of the prolet¬ 
ariat will weaken over time and disappear in order, finally, to give 
way to an anarchical society, but how this will come about is not 
explained. Royal despotism did not fall by itself or by the pwdness 
of sovereigns; one must be very simple indeed to suppose that the 
people who would profit by demagogic dictatorship would willingly 
abandon its advantages. 

What Bernstein saw quite plainly was that the dictatorship of the 
proletariat corresponds to a division of society into masters and 
servants, but it is curious that he did not perceive that the idea of 
the political strike (which he now, to a certain extent, accepts) is 
connected in the closest manner with this dictatorship of the poli¬ 
ticians which he fears, "nic men who had managed to organize the 
proletariat in the form of an army, ever ready to obey orders, would 
be generals who would set up a state of siege in the vanquished 
society; we should therefore have, on the day following the revol¬ 
ution, a dictatorship exercised by those politicians who in the 
society of today already form a compact group. 

I have already recalled what Marx said about the people who 
reinstated the State by creating in contemporary society an embryo 


” Cf. Gottfried] Gervinus, Itaroiuciion i I'kataire in XfXe siecU, French 

trans. (Pars, Lacroix, 1876], p. 2^. _ 

» The hUirv of tie Papacy verv much embarrass® modem wnters; »me of them 
are fSaitaHy hostile to it on account of their hatred 
are led to condone the greatest faults of papa! policy m 
account of the natural sympathy that inclines them to admire all the efforts made 
by theorists to tyranniae the world. 
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of the future society of masters. The history of the French Revol¬ 
ution shows us how these things occur. The revolutionaries made 
arrangements whereby their administrative staff was ready to take 
possession of authority immediately, the moment that the old 
administration decamped, so that there was no break in the system 
of domination. There are no bounds to Jaures’ admiration for these 
operations, which he describes in the course of his Hntoire sodaliste, 
and whose significance he does not exactly understand, even if he 
guesses the analogy they bear to his own conceptions of social revol¬ 
ution. The inerda of the men of that time was so great that some¬ 
times the substitution of the old by the new officials was 
accomplished under conditions bordering on farce; we always find 
a supernumerary State (an artificial State, to use an expression of 
that time) which is organized in advance by the side of the legal 
Sate, which considers itself a legitimate power before it becomes a 
legal power, and which profits by some slight incident to take up 
the reins of government as they slip from the feeble hands of the 
constituted authorities.^' 

The adoption of the red flag is one of the most singular and most 
characteristic episodes of this period. This s)Tnbol was used in times 
of disaffection to give warning that martial law was about to be set 
up; on to August 1792, it became the revolutionary symbol, in order 
to proclaim ‘the martial law of the people against rebels to the 
executive power’. Jaurfe comments on this incident in these terms; 
‘It is we, the people, who are now the law ... We are not rebels. 
The rebels are in the Tuileries, and it is against the facrions ^ the 
court and the party of the constitutional monarchy that we raise, in 
the name of the country and of liberty, the flag of legal 


' One of the ludicrous comedies of the Reyolution is that related by Jaurts in La 
CanvcMon [II], pp. In the month of May 1703 an insurt^nary com¬ 

mittee was set up at the bishop’s palace, which formed an anijuial Slate, and 
which on May 31 repaired to the town hall artd declared that the people of Pans 
withdrew all powers from every constituted authority; the general counc.1 of the 
Commune, having no means of defence, ‘was forced to give in’, but not without 
assuming an air of high tragedy: pompous speeches, embracings alj '0 

prove that th«e was neither wounded vanity on the one part, nor pnde of d^i- 
nation on the other’; finally- this buffoonery was terminated by an order v^h 
reinstated the council which had just been dismissed. JaurJs is dehgh^l here: 
Che revolutionary committee ‘freed (the legid authority] f^rom all the fetteR 0 
legality’- This happy thought is a reproduction of the well-known phrase ot the 
Bonapanists; ‘Abandon legality b order to return to the law. 
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repressions.’*^ Thus the insurgents began by proclaiming that they 
had legitimate authority; they were fighting against a State which 
has only the appearance of legitimacy and they take the red flag to 
symbolize the re-establishment by force of the real order; as victors, 
they would treat the conquered as conspirators and would demand 
that their plots be punished. The real conclusion of all these fine 
ideas was to be the massacre of the prisoners in September- 
All this is perfectly simple and the political general strike would 
develop in the same way with similar outcomes. In order that this 
strike should succeed, the greater part of the proletariat must be 
members of the syndicats which ire under the control of political 
committees; there must thus be a complete organization made up 
of the men who will take over the government, and it should be 
necessary only to make a simple transmutation in the personnel of 
the State. The organization of the arii/icial State would have to be 
more complete than it was at the time of the Revolution, because 
the conquest of the State by force does not seem so easy to 
accomplish as formerly; but the principle would be the same. It 
is even possible that» since the transmission of authority operates 
nowadays in a more perfect fashion, thanks to the new resources at 
the disposal of the parliamentary system, and since the proletariat 
would be thoroughly well organized under the official syndicats, we 
should see the social revolution culminate in a wonderful system of 
slaver)'. 


IV 

The study of the political strike leads us to a better understanding 
of a distinction we must always have in mind when we reflect on 
contemporary social questions. Sometimes the terms ‘force and 
‘violence’ arc used in speaking of acts of authority, sometimes in 
speaking of aas of revolt. It is obvious that the two cases give rise 
to very different consequences. I think that it would be Iwtter to 
adopt a terminology which would give rise to no ambiguity, and 
that the term ‘violence’ should be employed only for the second 
sense; we should say, therefore, that the object of force is to impose 
a certain social order in which the minority governs, while violence 

(JeanJJiures, LaLegisUtive. [Paris, J. Rouff, 1901,!]. p. *288. 
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tends to the destruction of that order. The bourgeoisie have used 
force since the bqtinning of modem times, while the proletariat now 
reacts against the middle class and against the State by violence. 

For a long time I was convinced that it is very important to deepen 
our understanding of the theory of social forces, which, in large 
measure, may be compared to the dynamic forces acting on matter; 
but I was not able to perceive the capital distinction in question 
here until I had come to consider the general strike. Moreover, I 
do not think that Marx hed ever examined any ocher form of social 
constraint except force. In my Saggt di critica del marxismo I endeav¬ 
oured, a few years ago, to sum up the arguments of Marx with 
respect to the adaptation of man to the conditions of capitalism and 
I presented these arguments in the following manner, on pages 

38 - 40 ' 

‘i) There is a social system which is to a certain extent mechan¬ 
ical, in which man seems subject to true natural laws; classical econ¬ 
omists place at the beginning of things that automatism which is in 
reality the last product of the capitalist regime. “But the advance 
of capitalist production”, says Marx,” “develops a working class 
who, by education, tradition and habit, locJt upon the conditions 
of that mode of production as self-evident laws of nature." The 
intervention of an intelligent will in this mechanism would appear 
as an exception. 

2) There is a regime of emulation and of fierce competition which 
impels men to set aside traditional obstacles, to seek constantly for 
what is new, and to imagine conditions of existence which seem to 
them to be better. According to Marx, it is in this revolutionary 
task that the bourgeoisie excelled. 

3) There is a regime of violence which plays an important part 
in history and which assumes several distinct forms: 

a) On the lowest level we find a scattered kind of violence which 
resembles the struggle for life, which acts through economic 
conditions and which carries out a slow but sure expropriation; 

« UCopM [Paris, LibuiTieduPropis, 1875,] h P- 327 . col. i. [See OjiiM/(New 

York, Charles H. Kerr, 1906). p 8«>91 
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violence of this character works especially with the aid of fiscal 
arrangemoits;” 

b) Next comes the concentrated and organized force of the State, 
which acts directly on labour, “to regulate wages, i.e. to force them 
within the limits suitable to surplus value making, to lengthen the 
working day, and to maintain the labourer himself in the normal 
degree of dependence; this is an essential element of primitive 
accumulation”;^* 

c) We have finally violence properly so-called, which occupies so 
great a place in the history of primitive accumulation and which 
constitutes the principal subject of history.’ 

A few supplementary observations may be useful here. 

We must first of all observe that these different phases are placed 
in a logical sequence, suiting from states which most resemble an 
organism and in which no independent will appears, and ending in 
states in which individual wills bring forward their considered 
plans; but the historical order is quite the contrary of this order. 

At the origin of capitalist accumulation wc find some very distinct 
historical facts, which each appear in its proper time, with its own 
characteristics, and under conditions so clearly marked that they are 
described in the records. We find, for instance, the expropriation of 
the peasants and the suppression of the old legislation which had 
constituted ^serfdom and the industrial hierarchy’. Marx adds: The 
history of this expropriation is not a matter of conjecture; it is 
inscribed in the annals of humanity in indelible letters of blood and 
fire.’^'^ 

Farther on, Marx shows how the dawn of the modem age was 
marked by the conquest of America, the enslavement of negroes a^d 
the colonial wars: ‘The different methods of primitive accumulation 
which the capitalist era brought about are divided in a more or less 


Mara points out that in Holland taxation was used to raise the price of itecessitiK 
artificiaUy; this was the application of a principle of government: Uus system had 
a deleterious effect on the working class and ruined the peasant, the artean and 
the other members of lower middle classes; but it secured the a^lute subttt.«.ori 

ofthe workers to their masters, the manufacturers. (U Cap>ul,l, p. 338, coi. a). 

[See Capital, p. 8*9.] 

“ Ibid., p. 317, col. I. [See Capital, p. 809.) 

“ ibid., p. 315. [See Capital, p. 78 h.] 
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chronological order first of all [between] Portugal, Spain, France 
and England, until the latter combined the lot, during the last thirty 
years of the seventeenth century, into a systematic whole, embracing 
simultaneously the colonial system, public credit, modem finance 
and the protectionist system. Some of these methods are bached by 
the employment of brute force; but all, without exception, exploit 
the power of the State, the concentrated and organized force of 
society, in order to precipitate violently the passage from the feudal 
economic order to the capitalist economic order, and to shorten the 
phases of the transition.’ It is on this occasion that he compared 
force to a midwife, and says that it multiplies the social movement.’^ 

Thus we see chat economic forces are closely bound up with 
political power and that finally capitalism perfects itself to the point 
of being able to dispense with any direct appeal to the forces of 
repression, except in very exceptional circumstances. ‘In the ordi¬ 
nary run of things, the worker can be left to the action of the natural 
lams of society, i.e. to his dependence on capital, engendered, 
guaranteed and perpetuated by the very mechanism of 
production.’"* 

When we reach the last historical stage, the action of independent 
wills disappears and the whole of society resembles an organized 
body, working automatically; observers can then establish an econ¬ 
omic science which appears to them as exact as the sciences of 
physical nature. The error of many economists consisted m their 
ignorance of the fact that this system, which seemed natural and 
primitive to them,” is the result of a series of transformations that 
might not have taken place, and which always remains a very 


Hid p 336, col. t. ISee Capml> pp. Say-t ] The German text says force ts 
an ‘oelonoirisehe Potenz' {Das KapUal, 4th P 7>&>; die French text says 
that force is an 'agent tctmoraique'. [aatles] Fourier calk geometric progreatons 
pumancelUs (ir Nouvsau mdustritl el soeiilaire [Pans, Bossan^, 1829J. 

p. 376). Mart evidentlv used the word ‘Potenz’ in ihe sense of a muUipher, cl in 
UCapilsI, p. 176, col. I the term ‘travail pmssancit for labour of a multiplied 
productivity [The original English edition has ‘Ubour of a higher degree and 
efficacv'.] 

ILr Cfliiita/1), p. ta?, col. 1. [See Cuptu/, p 809 ] . , 

‘-Natural’ in the Marxist sense, is that which resembles a ph^ical trovraeni ^ 
ooposed to ihe idea of creation by an imelligent will; for the deists of th^e oght- 
Stuty, ‘natural’ was that which had been crea,^ 

both primitive and excellent; this is still, it seems, the view of C[ustave) de 
Molinari. 
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unstable structure, for it could be destroyed by force, as it had 
been created by the intervention of force; - moreover, contemporary 
economic literature is full of complaints relating to the interventions 
of the State which upset natural lams. 

Today economists are little disposed to believe that these natural 
lams are in reality laws of nature: they are well aware that the capi- 
talist regime was reached slowly, but they consider that it was 
reached by a progress which should enchant the minds of all 
enlightened men. This progress, in fact, is demonstrated by three 
remarkable facts: it has become possible to set up a science of econ¬ 
omics; law can be stated in the simplest, surest and most elegant 
formulas, since the law of contract dominates the whole of advanced 
capitalism; the caprices of the rulers of the State are no longer so 
apparent, and thus the path towards liberty is open. Any return to 
the past seems to them a crime against science, law and human 
dignity. 

Socialism looks upon this evolution as being a history of bour¬ 
geois force and it sees only difference of degree where the econom¬ 
ists imagine that they are discovering difference of kind: whether 
force manifests itself under the aspect of historical acts of coercion, 
or of fiscal oppression, or of conquest, or labour legislation, or 
whether it is wholly bound up with the economic system, it is 
always bourgeois force labouring, with more or less skill, to bring 
about the capitalist order. 

Marx endeavoured to describe the details of this evolution very 
carefully: but he gave very little detail about the organization of 
the proletariat. This gap in his work has often been explained; 
he found in En^and an enormous mass of materials concerning 
the history of capitalism, materials that were fairly well arranged 
and which had already been discussed by economists; he was 
therefore able to investigate thoroughly the different peculiarities 
of the evolution of the bourgeoisie; but he was not very well 
furnished with matter on which he could argue about the organ¬ 
ization of the proletariat. He was obliged, therefore, to remain 
content with an explanation, in very abstract formulas, of his 
ideas on the subiect of the path which the proletariat had to 
take in order to arrive at the final revolutionary struggle. The 
consequence of this inadequacy of Marx’s work was that Marxism 
deviated from its real nature. 


169 



Reflections on violence 


The pieople who pride themselves on being orthodox Marxists 
have not wished to add anything essential to what their master has 
written and they have always imagined that, in order to argue about 
the proletariat, they must make use of what they had learned from 
the history of the bourgeoisie. They have never suspected, there¬ 
fore, that a distinction should be drawn between the force that aims 
at authority, endeavouring to bring about an automatic obedience, 
and the violence that would smash that authority. According to 
them, the proletariat must acquire force just as the bourgeoisie 
acquired it, use it as the latter used it, and end finally by esublishing 
a socialist State which will replace the bourgeois State. 

As the State formerly played a most important part in die revol¬ 
utions that abolished the old economic systems, so it must again be 
the State that shoiJd abolish apitalism. The workers should there¬ 
fore sacrifice everything to one end alone; that of putting into power 
men who solemnly promise them to ruin capitalism for the benefit 
of the people; that is how a parliamentary socialist party is formed. 
Fonner socialist activists provided with modest jobs, the educated 
bourgeoisie, frivolous and eager to be in the public eye, and Stock 
Exchange speculators, all imagine that a golden age might Spring 
up for them as the result of a autious - a very cautious - revolution 
which would not seriously disturb the traditional State. Quite nat¬ 
urally, these future masters of the world dream of reproducing the 
history of bourgeois force and they are organizmg themselves so 
that they may be able to draw the greatest possible profit from this 
revolution. C^te a good number of such clients might find a place 
in the new hierarchy, and what Paul Leroy-Beaulieu"’ calls the 
‘Fourth Estate’ would become really a lower middle class.'^ 


* In an article in U RaJual (a Januaiy 1906), Ferdinand Buisson shows that those 
of woAers who are more hvoured at the present nme wtH continue to nse 
above the oflicn; the miners, the railway workers, employees m the State faetones 
or municipal services who are well organized, form a ‘working-class anstoemr^ 
which succeeds all the more easily because it has continually to diKtK aU kinds 
of affairs with corporate bodies who ‘stand for the recopition of the n^ ol 
man the sovereignty of the national, and the authority of universal sulha^. 
BenMth tins nonsense is to be found merely the reaction of the reUtionship 
eaisting between politicians and obsequious followers. 


" Paul Leroy-Beaulieu (i843->9'6)i economist; author of !•£/« 
fmmm {I«9») “'1 professor of political economy at tiwt Collire ™ 

was one of the Thiiti Republic’s leading exponents of economic liberalism mo 
consistently opposed Sute intervenrion, in part becaiwe it would produce pnvi- 
leged groups dependent upon the Sute. 
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The whole future of democracy might easily depend upon this 
hmer middle class, which hopes to make use, for its own great per¬ 
sonal advantage, of the strength of genuinely proletarian organiza¬ 
tions.** The politicians believe that this class will always have peace¬ 
ful tendencies, that it may be organized and disciplined, and that 
since leaders of such prudent syndicats understand the action of the 
State in the same way, this class will form an excellent body of 
followers. They would like to make use of them to govern the pro¬ 
letariat; it is for this reason that Ferdinand Buisson and Jaurfe are 
in favour of syndicats for the minor grades of civil servants, who, 
upon entering the bourses du travail, would inspire the proletariat 
with the idea of imitating their own feeble and peaceful attitude. 


The political general strike concentrates the whole of this conccp)- 
tion into one easily understood picture; it shows how the State 
would lose nothing of its strength, how the transmission of power 
from one privileged class to another would take place, and how the 
mass of producers would merely change masters. These masters 
would very probably he less able than those of today; they would 
make more flowery speeches than the capitalists; but there is every 
evidence that they would be much harder and much more insolent 
than their predecessors. 

The new school approaches the question from quite another point 
of view; it cannot accept the idea that the historic mission of the 
proletariat is to imitate the bourgeoisie; it cannot conceive that a 
revolution as vast as that which would abolish capitalism could be 
attempted for a negligible and doubtful result, for a change of mas¬ 
ters, for the satisfection of theorists, politicians and speculators, all 
worshippers and exploiters of the State. It does not wish to restrict 
itself to the formulas of Marx; although he gave no otiier theoiy 
than that of bourgeois force, that, in the eyes of the new school, is 
no reason for restricting oneself to the scrupulous imitation of bour¬ 
geois force. 

In the course of his revolutionary career, Marx was not always 
happily inspired and too often he followed inspirations which 


" -A portion of the nation amches itself 19 the groleiaruti to demand its rights, MVS 
MaSme Leroy in a book devoted to the defence of semnts ^uals(.Les 
Transfermlions tie la puissance pMpie [Paris, Oiard ei Bnere, 1907), p. 216). 
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belong to the past; he even allowed a quantity of outdated ideas that 
he found in the Utopians to creep into his writings. The new school 
does not in the least feel itself bound to admire the illusions, the 
faults and the errors of the man who did so much to work out 
revoludonary ideas; it endeavours to separate what disfigures the 
work of Marx from what will immortalize his name; its attitude is 
thus the reverse of that of the official socialists, who wish to admire 
in Marx that which is not Marxist. We shall therefore attach no 
importance whatsoever to the numerous extracts which may be 
quoted against us to prove that Marx often understood history as 
the politicians do. 

We now know the reason for his attitude: he did not know the 
distinction, which appears to us today so obvious, between bour¬ 
geois force and proletarian violence, because he did not move in 
circles which had acquired a satisfactory notion of the general 
strike.'*^ We now possess sufficient material to enable us to under¬ 
stand the syndicalist strike as thoroughly as we do the political 
strike; we know what differentiates the proletarian movement from 
the older bourgeois movement; we find in the attitude of the revol¬ 
utionaries towards the State a means of elucidating ideas which were 
still very confused in Marx's mind. 


The method which has served us to mark the difference that exists 
between bourgeois force and proletarian violence may also serve to 
solve many questions which arise in the course of researches about 
the organization of the proletariat. In comparing attempts to 
organize the syndicalist strike with attempts to organize the political 
strike, we may often judge what is good and what is bad, i.e. what 
is specifically socialist and what has bourgeens tendencies. 

Popular education, for example, seems to be wholly canted on in 
a bourgeois spirit; the whole historic effort of capitalism has been 
to bring about the submission of the masses to the conditions of the 
capitalist economic system, so that society might become an organ¬ 
ism; the whole revolutionary effort tends to create free mn\ but 
democntic lulers adopt as their mission the accomplishment of the 


« The inadequacies and the errors contained in Marx’s «-orlt in resf^t of everything 
concerning the revolutionary oiganizalion of the proletarat may « 
orable examples of that Uw which prevents us from JAjnfrtg anything but that 
which has actual basis in life. Let us not confuse Moag*/ and iwugmanwi. 
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moral unity of France. This moral unity is the automatic discipline 
of the producers who would be happy to work for the glory of their 
intellectual leaders. 

It may be said, too, that the greatest danger which threatens syn¬ 
dicalism would be an attempt to imitate democracy; it would be 
better for it to remain content for a time with weak and chaotic 
organizations rather than that it should fall beneath the sway of 
synduats that would copy the political forms of the bourgeoisie. 

The revolutionary syndicalists have never yet made this mistake, 
because those who seek to lead them into an imitation of bourgeois 
methods happen to be adversaries of the syndicalist general strike 
and thus have stood self-confessed as enemies. 




VI The ethics of violence 


I. Observations of P[aul] Bureau and of P[aul] de Rousiers. - The 
era of martyrs. - Possibility of maintaining the cleavage with very 
little violence, thanks to a catastrophic myth 

II. Old habits of brutality in schools and workshops. - The danger¬ 
ous classes. - Indulgence for crimes of cunning. - Informers. 

III. Law of 1884 passed to intimidate conservatives, - Part played 
by Millcrand in the Waldeck-Rousseau ministry. - Motives behind 
present ideas on arbitration. 

IV. Search for the sublime in morality, - Proudhon. - No moral 
development in trade unionism. - The sublime in Germany and the 
catastrophic conception. 


I 

There are so many legal precautions against violence and our 
education is directed towards so weakening our tendencies towards 
violence that we are instinctively inclined to think that any act of 
violence is a manifestation of a return to barbarism. If industrial 
societies have so often been contrasted favourably with military 
ones, it is because peace has always been considered the greatest of 
blessings and the essential condition of all material progress: this 
last point of view explains why, since the eighteenth century and 
almost without interruption, economists have been in favour of 
strong central authorities and have troubled little about political 
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liberties. Condsrcet* levels this reproach at the followers of Ques- 
nay,’’ whilst Napoleon III had probably no greater admirer than 
Michel Chevalier.' 

It may be asked whether there is not a little stupidity in the 
admiration of our contemporaries for gentle methods; I see, in fact, 
that several authors, remarkable for their perspicacity and their 
interest in the ethical side of every question, do not seem to have 
the same fear of violence as our official professors. 

P[aa!] Bureau' was extremely surprised to find in Norway a rural 
population which had remained profoundly Christian: the peasants, 
nevertheless, carried a dagger at their belt; when a quarrel ended 
with a subbing the police enquiry generally came to nothing for 
lack of witnesses ready to come forward and give evidence. 

The author concludes thus: ‘In men, a soft and effeminate 
character is more to be feared than their feeling of independence, 
however exaggerated and brutal, and a stab given by a man who is 
virtuous in his morals, but violent, is a social evil less serious and 
more easily curable than the excessive profligacy of young men 
reputed to be more civilized’,^ 

I borrow a second example fromPtaul] deRousiers who, like Plaul] 
Bureau, is a fervent Catholic and especially interested in questions of 
morality. He narrates how, towards i860, the country of Denver, the 
great mining centre of the Rocky Mountains, was cleared of the 
bandits who infested it; the American magistracy being impotent, 


' One day Michel Chevitier came bcaroitig into the editorii! rcom of Lejoun^l its 
Jebals: ‘His first words were: I have achieved liberty' Everybody was agBg; ^ was 
asked to explain. He meant the liberty of the slaughter-houses’: [Ernest] Renan, 
Feuilits detaekies [Paris, Gilmann-Levy, 189a!, p. 149. (Michel Chevalier ite6- 
79; economist and disciple of Saini-Simon; he played a key role m bnnginj about 
the free-trade treaty of i86c ngned by Napoleon III with Brium.] 

* P(aul] Bureau, Le Psy$an ia Jjerds dt Norwtgt {Paris, Bureaux de la baence 
sociale, 1906], pp. 114 and iiS- 


* Antoine-NicolK de Condorcet (1743-94); nuthematscian and philosopher; author 
of the ra*IfM kiu&rique its progrei de I'espni humatn (1795). Condorcet a 
friend and admirer of Turgot who, as cmicroller-general of finance, sought to 
introduce reforms removing barriers to free trade. 

" Francois Quesnay (1694-1^4); » '"ember of the physiixrats. 

‘ Paul Vean (1865-1943); proftsxi of law « ^e Institut ^'holique a lead^ 
member of the Le Play school. He was one of tl« few ^ who f** 
Dreyfusard cause, becoming a member of the Comite Catholique pour U Defense 
du Droit. 
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courageous citizens undertook the work: ‘lynch law was frequently 
pul into operation; a man accused of murder or of theft might be 
arrested, condemned and hanged in less than a quarter of an hour, if 
an energetic vigilance committee could get hold of him ... The 
honest American has the excellent practice of not allowing himself to 
be crushed on the pretext that he is virtuous; a law-abiding man is not 
necessarily timid, as is often the case with us; on the contrary, he is 
convinced that his interests ought to be considered before those of 
the habitual criminal or of the gambler. Moreover, he possesses the 
necessary energy to resist and the kind of life he leads makes him cap¬ 
able of resisting effertively, even of taking the initiative and the 
responsibility of a serious step when circumstances demand it ... 
Such a man, placed in a new country, full of natural resources, wish¬ 
ing to take advantage of the riches it contains and to acquire asupcrior 
situation in life by his labour, will not hesitate to suppress, in the name 
of the higher interests he represents, the bandits who compromise the 
future of this country. That is why, twenty-five years ago at Denver, 
so many corpses were dangling above the little wooden bridge thrown 
across Cherry Creek.'^ 

This is the considered opinion of P(aul] de Rousiers, for he 
returns elsewhere to this question; ‘1 know’, he says, ‘that lynch law 
is generally considered in France as a symptom of barbarism ... ; 
but if honest virtuous people in Europe think thus, virtuous people 
in America think quite otherwise.’* He highly approved of the vigil¬ 
ance committee of New Orleans which, in 1S90, ‘to the great atis- 
faction of all virtuous people’, hanged mafiosi acquitted by the jury. 

In Corsica, at the time when the vendetta was the regular means 
of remedying the deficiencies or correcting the action of a too- 
halting justice, the people do not appear to have been less moral 
than today. Before the French conquest, Kabylie had no other 
means of punishment but private vengeance, yet the Kabyles were 
not a bad people, . j . • , 

It may be conceded to those in favour of mild methods that viol¬ 
ence may hamper economic progress and even, when it goes beyond 

* [Paul] de Rousiers, La Vie memaine: ranchis, fermes e$ uanis [Pans, Fermm- 

< “ I'i K V., m,,.,,..» !■ [P>™. F"”'- 

Didol, 1899], p. 218. 

' Ibid., p. 231. 
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a certan limit, chat it may be a danger to morality. This concession 
cannot be used as an argument against the doctrine set forth here, 
because I consider violence only from the point of view of its ideo¬ 
logical consequences. It is, in fact, certain that a great development 
of brutality' accompanied by much blood-letting is quite unnecess¬ 
ary in order to induce the workers to look upon economic conflicts 
as the reduced facsimiles of the great battle which will decide the 
future. If a capitalist class is energetic, it is constantly affirming its 
determinaliwi to defend itself; its frank and consistently reactionary 
attitude contributes at least as greatly as proletarian violence 
towards keeping distinct that cleavage between the classes which is 
the basis of all socialism. 


We may make use here of the great historiul example provided by 
the persecutions which Christians were obliged to suffer during the 
first centuries. Modem authors have been so struck by the language 
of the fathers of the Church and by the details giver in the Acts of 
the Martyrs*' that they have generally imagined the Christians as 
outlaws whose blood was constantly being spilt. The cleavage 
between tbe pagan world and the Christian world was extraordi¬ 
narily well marked; without this cleavage the latter would never 
have acquired all its characteristic features; but this cleavage was 
maintained by a combination of circumstances very different from 
that formerly imagined. 

Nobody believes any longer that the Christians took refuge in 
subterranean quarries in order to escape the searches of the police; 
the catacombs were dug out at great expense by communities with 
large resources at their disposal, under land generally belonging to 
powerful families that protected the new cult. Nobo^ has any 
doubt now that before the end of the first century Christianity had 
its followers among the Roman aristocracy; ‘in the very ancient cata¬ 
comb of Priscilla ... has been found the family vault in which was 
buried from the first to the fourth centuries the Christian line of 
the Acilii’.‘ It seems also that the old belief that the number of 
martyrdoms was very great must be abandoned. 


‘ Plaull Allard, Dn kfons sur It mariyre [Paris, LecofTte, 1905], p. 171. 

- The ‘Acts of the MartjTs’ is s multLauthored tea. used in the early liturgy. It 
details the trials, etc., of the martyrs, and was held to be a reasonable source. 
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Renan still asserted that the literature <jf martyrdom should be 
taken seriously; 'The details of the Acts of the Martyrs’, he said, 
‘may be false for the most pare; the dreadful picture which they 
unroll before us was nevertheless a reality. The true nature of this 
terrible struggle has often been misconceived ... but its seriousness 
has not been exaggerated.’' The researches of Hamack' lead to quite 
another conclusion; the language of the Christian authors was 
entirely disproportionate to the actual importance of the per¬ 
secutions; there were very few martyrs before the middle of the 
third cenrur>-. Teitullian is the writer who has most strongly indi¬ 
cated the horror that the new religion felt for its persecutors, and 
yet here is what Harnack says: ‘If, with the help of the works of 
Teitullian, we consider Carthage and Northern Africa we diall find 
that before the year 180 there were in those regions no cases of 
martyrdom, and that from that year to the death of Teitullian (after 
220), and adding Numidia and the Mauritania^, scarcely more than 
two dozen could be counted.’® It must be remembered that at that 
time there was in Africa a rather large number of Montanists,^ who 
extolled the glory of martyrdom and denied that anyone had the 
right to fly from persecution. 

P[aul] Allard contests Harnack’s proposition with arguments 
which seem to me to be somewhat weak;’ he is unable to understand 
the enormous distance which can exist between the conceptions of 
the persecuted and reality. ‘The Christians', says the German 


’ [Emestl Renan, L'Eglise ckrCikime [Paris, Calmlnn-Le^^', 1879], p. ij7- 
* Allard, [Oir/tfoni], p-137. 

’ [?. Allard, ‘M. Hamack et le sombre de martyrs’]. Revue ies qutsum hmn/pus 
[34] Ouly i^os), [PP- 235-46]- 


Idolf von Hamack (1850-193 0^ professor of church history at the University of 
lerlm and an outspoken liberal Protestant schobr. Hamack’s two great worb. 
History of Dogma {1886-9) » Ckruiiatiily? (1901) pursue the related 

heme of the perversion of Christianity as an ethical doctrine by the nse of dogma 
ssociated with the institution of the Church. The process was accentuated 
«niact with the hellenic world, producing the ‘forniulation of ^scian faith as 
jreek culture understood it and justified it to itself. This, and the subsequfflt 
levelopment of the Catholic aurch, led to the essence of Christianity being 
ridden from view. Hanuck’s self-decbred task was to rediscover that essence by 
■emoving the theological accretions of the centuries and returning to the lesus ol 


history and His Gospel. 
The Mantanists were a 
tuo' which sought strict 


heretical Christian movement founded in the second ctn- 
: obedience to the principles of primitive Christianity- 
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professor, ‘were able to complain of being persecuted flocks and yet 
such persecutions were exceptional; they were able to look upon 
themselves as models of heroism and yet they were rarely put to 
the proof’; and I call attention to the end of this sentence; ‘they 
were able to place themselves above the majesty of the world and 
yet at the same time to make themselves more and more at home 
in it’.'® 

There is something paradoxical at first sight in the situation of 
the Church which had its followers in the upper classes, who were 
obliged to make many concessions to custom in order to live, and 
who could yet hold beliefs based on the idea of an absolute cleavage. 
The inscriptions on the catacomb of Priscilla show us ‘the continu¬ 
ance of the faith through a series of generations of the Acilii, among 
whom were to be found not only consuls and magistrates of the 
highest order, but also priests, priestesses, even children, members 
of the illustrious idolatrous colleges, reserved by privilege for 
patricians and their sons’." If the Christian system of ideas had 
been rigorously determined by material facts, such a paradox would 
have been impossible. 

The statistics of persecutions therefore play no great part in this 
question; what was of much greater importance than the frequency 
of the punishments were the remarkable occurrences which took 
place during the scenes of martyrdom. It was through these rather 
rare but very heroic events that the ideology was constructed: there 
was no necessity for the martyrdoms to be numerous in order to 
prove, by the test of experience, the absolute truth of the new 
religion and the absolute error of the old, to esublish thus that there 
were two incompatible ways and to make it clear that the reign of 
evil would come to an end. ‘In spite of the small number of mar¬ 
tyrs’ says Hamack, ‘we may estimate at its true value the courage 
needed to become a Christian and to live as one; above all, we ought 
to praise the conviction of the martyr whom a word or a gesture 
could save and who preferred death to such freedom.’ Contempor¬ 
aries, who saw in martyrdom i judicial proof testifying to the honour 
of Christ," drew from these facts quite other conclusions than those 

» Allard, ftv kfom, p. 141. Cf what 1 have said in 5 yiieme hntontuc it /}««>. 

[Paris, Jacques, 1906], 

" Allard, Dir Icfoas, p. ao6- 
“ /M., p. 142. 

Sorel, Lt Sysient kuionfM it Renan, pp. 335-<>- 

I go 



The ethics of violence 


which a modern historian with modern preoccupations might draw 
from them; no ideology was ever more remote from the facts than 
that of the early Christians. 

The Roman administration dealt very severely with anyone who 
showed a tendency to disturb the public peace and especially with 
any accused person who defied its majesty. In striking down from 
time to time a few Qristians who had been denounced to it (for 
reasons which have generally remained hidden from us) it did not 
think that it was accomplishing an act which would ever interest 
posterity; it seems that the general public itself hardly ever took 
any great notice of these punishments; and this explains why the 
persecutions left scarcely any trace on pagan literature. The pagans 
had no reason to attach to martyrdom the extraordinary importance 
which the faithful and those who already sympathized with them 
attached to it. 

This ideology would certainly not have been formed in so para¬ 
doxical a manner had it not been for the firm belief that people had 
in the catastrophes described by the numerous apocalypses which 
were composed at the end of the first century and at the beginning 
of the second; it was everyone’s conviction that the world was to be 
delivered up completely to the reign of evil and that Christ wotJd 
then come and give the final victory to the elect. Any case of per¬ 
secution borrowed from the mythology of the Antichrist something 
of its fearful dramatic character; instead of being valued on its actual 
importance as a misfortune that had befallen a few individuals, a 
lesson for the community or a temporary check on propaganda, it 
became an incident of the war carried on by Satan, prince of this 
world, who was soon to reveal his Antichrist. Thus the cleavage 
sprang at the same time from the persecutions and from the feverish 
expectation of a decisive battle. When Chrisrianity had developed 
sufficiently, the apocalyptic literature ceased to be cultivated to any 
great extent, although the root idea continued to exercise its influ¬ 
ence; the Acts of the Martyrs were drawn up m such a way that 
they might excite the same feelings that the apoc^ypse excited, it 
may be said that they replaced them;“ we sometimes find in the 


• It is probabk that the first Christian generation had im dear idea of the possibili^ 
of replacing the apocalypses imitated from Jewish literatare by the Acts oJ the 
Martyrs this would expbin whj we possess no accounts prior to the year 155 
(letter of Smymiotes telling of the death of Saint Polycarpe) and why all memory 
of a ceruin number of very ancient Roman martyn has been lost. 
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literature of the persecutions, set down as clearly as in the apoca¬ 
lypses, the horror which the faithful felt for the ministers of Satan 
who persecuted them.’’ 

It IS possible, therefore, to conceive socialism as being perfectly 
revolutionary, although there may only be conflicts that are short 
and few in number, provided that these have strength enough to 
evoke the idea of the general strike; all the events of the conflict 
will then appear under a magnified form and, the idea of catastrophe 
being maintained, the cleavage will be perfect. Thus the objection 
often urged against the revolutionaries may be set aside: there is 
no danger of civilization succumbing under the consequences of a 
development of brutality, since the idea of the general strike may 
foster the notion of class struggle by means of incidents which 
would appear to bourgeois historians as being of small importance. 

When the governing classes, no longer daring to govern, are 
ashamed of their privileged position, are eager to make advances to 
their enemies and proclaim their horror of all division in society, it 
becomes much more difficult to maintain in the minds of the prolet¬ 
ariat this idea of cleavage without which socialism cannot fulfil its 
historical role, So much the better, declare the wise men; we may 
then hope that the future of the world will not be left in the hands 
of brutes who do not even respect the State, who laugh at the high 
ideals of the bourgeoisie, and who have no more respect for the 
professional expounders of lofty thought than for priests. Let us 
therefore do more and more every day for the disinherited, say these 
gentlemen; let us show ourselves more Christian, more philan¬ 
thropic, or more democratic (according to the temperament of 
each); let us unite for the accomplishment of our social duty. We 
shall thus get the better of these dreadful socialists who think it 
possible to destroy the prestige of the Intellectuals now that the 
Intellectuals have destroyed that of the Church. As a matter of fact, 
these clever moral schemes have failed; it is not difficult to s« why. 

The specious reasoning of these gentlemen, the high priests of 
social duty, supposes that violence cannot increase and may even 
diminish in proportion as the Intellectuals make polite comments. 


[Ernest] Renan, Marc-Aurelc [« la fin du mondt anliqui (Paris, Calmann-Levy, 
1882)], p. SCO. 
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utter plititudes and put on airs in honour of the union of the classes. 
Unfortunately for these great thinkers, things do not happen in this 
way; violence does not diminish in the proportion that it should 
diminish according to the principles of advanced sociology. There 
are, in fact, socialist scoundrels who, profiting from bourgeois cow¬ 
ardice, entice the masses into a rnovemetit which every day becomes 
less like that which ought to result from the sacrifices consented to 
by the bourgeoisie in order to obtain peace. If they dared, rhe sociol¬ 
ogists would declare that the socialists cheat and use unfair 
methods, so little do the facts come up to their expectations. 

However, it was only to be expected that the socialists would not 
allow themselves to be beaten without having used all the resources 
which the situation offered them. People who have devoted their 
lives to a cause which they identify with the regeneration of the 
world, could not hesitate to make use of any weapon that might 
serve to develop to a greater degree the spirit of the class struggle, 
seeing that greater efforts were being made to suppress it. Existing 
social conditions favour the production of an infinite number of acts 
of violence and there has been no hesitation in urging the workers 
not to refrain from brutality when this might do them service. Phil¬ 
anthropic leaders of the bourgeoisie having given a kindly welcome 
to members of the syndicats who were willing to come and discuss 
matters with them, in the hope that these workers, proud of their 
aristOCTatic acquaintances, would give peaceful advice to their com¬ 
rades, saw suspicions of treason soon appear against the supporters 
of social reform. Finally, and this is the most remarkable fact in the 
whole business, antipatriotism becomes an essential element of the 
syndicalist programme.*'’ 

The introduction of antipatriotism into the working-class move¬ 
ment is all the more remarkable because it came just when the 
government was about to put the theories about the solidarity of 
the classes into action. It was in vain that Leon Bourgeois 
approached the proletariat with his most amiable airs and graces; 
without success, he assured the workers that capitalist society was 


As we consider everychin? from an historical point of view, it is of sn^ import¬ 
ance to know whit reasons were aclually m the mind of the .I- „ 

patriotism; reasons of this kind are almost never the ng tones,t r 

is that for the revolutioniry workers antipatrionsm appears in inseparable pari W 
socialism. 
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one great family and that the poor had a right to share in the general 
riches; he maintained that the whole of contemporary legislation 
was directed towards the application of the principles of solidarity. 
The proletariat replied to him by denying, in the most brutal 
fashion, the social compact, by denying the duty of patriotism. At 
the moment when it seemed that a means of suppressing the class 
struggle had been found, it springs up again in a particularly dis¬ 
pleasing forra.'^ 

Thus all the efforts of the wise men only brought about results in 
flat contradiction to their aims; it is enough to make one despair of 
sociology! If they had any common sense and if they really desired 
to protect society against an increase of brutality, they would not 
drive the socialists into the necessity of adopting the tactics that are 
forced on them today; they would remain quiet instead of devoting 
themselves to social duty; they would bless the propagandists of 
the general strike who, as a matter of fact, endeavour to render the 
maintenance of socialism compatible with the minimum of brutality. But 
these wise men are not blessed with common sense; and they have 
yet to suffer many blows, many humiliations and many losses of 
money, before they decide to allow socialism to follow its own 
course. 


II 

We must now carry our investigation farther and enquire what are 
the motives behind the great aversion felt by moralists for acts of 
violence; a very brief summary of a few very curious changes which 
have uken place in the customs of the working classes is, first of 
all, indispensable. 

A. - I (*serve firstly that nothing is more remarkable than the 
change which has taken place in the methods of bringing up chil¬ 
dren; formerly, it was believed that the cane was the most necessary 
instrument of the schoolmaster; today corporal punishments have 
disappeared from our public schooling. I believe that the compe¬ 
tition which the latter had to maintain against the Church schools 


This propifanda produced results which wer 
promoters, and which would be inexplicable 


flt hr beyond the expectations of its 
without the revolutionary idea. 
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played a very great part in this progress; the Christian Brothers 
applied the old principles of clerical pedagogy with extreme sever¬ 
ity; and these, as is well known, involve an excessive amount of 
corporal punishment inflicted for the purpose of taming the demon 
who prompted so many of the child’s bad habits.'® The government 
was intelligent enough to set up in opposition to this barbarous 
system a milder form of education, which brought it a great deal of 
sympathy; it is not at all improbable that the seventy of clerical 
punishments is largely responsible for the present wave of hatred 
against which the Church is struggling with such difficulty. In 1901 
I wrote: ‘If [the Church] were well advised, it would suppress 
entirely that part of its activities devoted to children; it would do 
away with its schools and workrooms; it would thus do away with 
the principal sources of antidericalism; - far from showing any 
desire to adopt this course, it seems to be its intention to develop 
these establishments still further, and thus it is ensuring a bright 
future for popular hatred against the clergy.”’ What has happened 
since 1901 surpasses my predictions. 

Formerly, customs of great brutality existed in factories and 
especially in those where it was necessary to employ men of superior 
strength, to whom was given the name of ‘big breeches'; in the end 
these men managed to get entrusted with the task of engaging other 
men, because 'any individual taken on by others was subjected to 
an infinite number of humiliations and insults’; the man who wished 
to enter their workshop had to buy them a drink and on the follow¬ 
ing day to treat all his fellow-workers. ‘The notorious fVhen’s it to 
if.? would be started; everybody gets tipsy , .. IThen'sit to the 
devourcr of savings; in a workshop where fVhen's it to te? is the 
custom, you must stand your turn or beware.’ Denis Poulot, from 
whom 1 borrow these details, observes that machinery did away 
with the prestige of the ‘big breeches’, who were scarcely more than 
a memory when he wrote in 1870.^' 

Cf. lF.mest] Renan, Hisloire du peuple d’liwl [Vitis, aimann-Lhy. i88:-q.-!l, 
IV, pp. 289 ind 296; Y[ves] Guyoi, La Morale [Paris, Doin, '883] pp aia-'5i 
Alphonse Daudet, Numa Rountesun. [Maeun pansiennei (Paris, Charpenlier, 
1881)], cha.p. IV. 

•Gfeoi^] Sorel, Essai sar I’Eglise el I'Eiai (Pans, Jacques, 1901], p. 63. 

* Denis Poulot, [i^esiion miale:] Le SuMitne [01/ le mvaHleur comme it esi en itf/c 
ou (cmie il peui itre (Paris, Flammarion, 1887)], pp. 150-3- 1 quote from rhe 
edition of 1887. This author says that the ‘big breeches’ very much hampered 
progress in the ironworts. [The French is given as 'grosses culottes’: in Poulot’s 
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The customs of the compagnennases^ were for a long time remark¬ 
able for their brutality; before 1840, there were constant brawls, 
often ending in bloodshed, between groups with different rites. 
Martin Saint-Leon, in his book on the (ompagnonnage-:, gives 
extracts from really barbarous songs;"' initiation into the lodge was 
accompanied by the severest tests; young men were treated as if 
they were pariahs in the Devoirs de Jaci/ues et de Subise: 

‘ ^‘bompagnons [carpenters] have been known’, says Perdiguiei, ‘to 
cal! themselves the Scourge of the Foxes [candidates for admission], 
the Terror of the Foxes ... In the provinces a fox works rarely in 
the towns; he is hunted back, as they say, into the brushwood.’’ ’ 
There were many secessions when the tyranny of the companions 
came into opposition with the more liberal habits w'hich prevailed 
in society. When the workers were no longer in need of protection, 
especially for the purpose of finding work, they were no longer so 
willing to submit to the demands which had formerly seemed to 
be of little consequence in comparison with the advantages of the 
compagnomuge. The struggle for work more than once brought can¬ 
didates for admission into opposition with companions who wished 
to reserve certain privileges.^^ We might find still other reasons to 
explain the decline of an institution which, while rendering many 
important services, had contributed very much to maintaining the 
idea of brutality. ... 

Everybody agrees that the disappearance of these old brutalities 
is an excellent thing; from this opinion it was so easy to pass to the 


■e described as exercising a virtual dicutorship in the 
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idea that all violence is an evil, that this step was bound to have 
been taken; and, in fact, the great mass of the people, who are not 
accustomed to thiniing, have come to this conclusion, which is now 
accepted as a dogma by the bleating herd of moralists. They have not 
asked themselves what there is in brutality which is reprehensible. 

When we no longer remain content with current stupidity we 
discover that our ideas about the disappearance of violence depend 
much more on a very important transformation which has taken 
place in the criminal world than on ethical principles. I shall now 
endeavour to prove this. 

B. - The scholars of the bourgeoisie do not like to concern them¬ 
selves with anything relating to the dangerous classes;^* that is one 
of the reasons why their observations relating to the history of cus¬ 
toms always remain superficial; it is not very difficult to see that it 
is a knowledge of these classes which alone enables us to penetrate 
the mysteries of the moral thought of peoples. 

The dangerous classes of past times practised the simplest forms 
of offence, that which was nearest to hand, that which is nowadays 
left to ^ups of young louts without experience and without judge¬ 
ment. Offences trf brutality seem to us today as something so abnor¬ 
mal that when the brutality has been great we often ask ourselves 
whether the culprit is in possession of all his senses. This uans- 
fonnation has evidently not come about because criminals have 
become moral, but because they have changed their method of pro¬ 
cedure to suit the new economic conditions, as we shall see later 
on. This change has had the greatest influence on popular thought. 

We all know that, by using brutality, associations of criminals 
manage to maintain excellent discipline among themselves; when 
we see a child ill-treated we instinctively si^pose that its parents 
have criminal habits; the methods used by the old schoolmasters, 
which the ecclesiastical houses persist in preserving, are those of 
vagabonds who Steal children to make clever acrobats or interesting 
beggars of them. Everything that reminds us of the morals of the 
dangerous classes of the past is udious to us. 

There is a tendency for the old ferocity to be replaced by cun¬ 
ning, and many sociologists believe that this is a real progress; some 
" On 30 Alarch 1906, Monis said to the Senate: -We cannot write in a legal text 

that prostitution exiiis in France for both sexes.’ 
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philosopher5> who are not in the habit of following the herd, do not 
See exactly how this constitutes progress from the point of view of 
morality; ^If we are revolted by the cruelty, by the brutality of past 
times’, says Hartmann, ‘it must not be forgotten that uprightness, 
sincerity, a lively sentiment of justice, pious respect before holiness 
of morals, characterized the ancient peoples; whilst today we see 
predominant lies, duplicity, treachery, the spirit of deception, the 
contempt for property, disdain for instinctive probity and legitimate 
customs, the value of which are no longer understood.'^ Robbery, 
deceit and fraud increase in spite of legal repression more rapidly 
than brutal and violent crimes (such as pillage, murder and rape) 
decrease. Egoism of the basest kind shamelessly breaks the sacred 
bonds of the family and friendship in every case in which these 
oppose its desires. 

At the present time money losses are generally looked upon as 
accidents to which we are constantly exposed and that are easily 
made good again, while bodily accidents ate not so easily reparable; 
fraud is therefore regarded as infinitely less serious than brutality. 
Criminals benefit from this change which has come about in legal 
sentencing. 

Our penal code was drawn up at a time when the atizen was 
pictured as a rural proprietor occupied solely with the adminis¬ 
tration of his property as a good family man, saving to secure an 
honourable position for his children; large fortunes made in busi¬ 
ness, in politics or bv speculation were rare and were looked upon 
as monstrosities; the defence of the savings of the middle classes 
was one of the first concerns of the legislator. The previous ludicial 
system had been still more severe in the punishment of fraud, tor 
the royal declaration of 5 August 1725 punished a fraudulent bank¬ 
rupt with death; it would be difficult to imagine anything further 
removed from our present customs. We are now inclined to 
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consider chat oiTences of this sort can, as a rule, only be committed 
as a result of the imprudence of the victims and that it is only 
exceptionally that they deserve severe {>eralties; and we, on the con¬ 
trary, content ourselves with light punishment. 

In a rich society where business is on a very large scale, and in 
which everybody is wide awake in defence of his own interests, as 
in America, crimes of fraud never have the same consequences as 
in a society that is forced to practise a rigid economy; as a matter 
of fact, these crimes seldom cause a serious or lasting disturbance 
in the economic system; it is for this reason that Americans put up 
with the excesses of their politicians and financiers with so little 
complaint. P[au]] de Rousiers compares the American to the captain 
of a ship who, during a dangerous voyage, has no time to look after 
his thieving cook. ‘When you point out to Americans that they are 
being robbed by their politicians, they usually reply; Of course we 
are quite aware of that! But as long as business is good and poli¬ 
ticians do not get in the way, it will not be very difficult for them 
to escape the punishment they deserve.’^’ 

In Europe also, since it has become easy to make money, ideas 
analogous to those current in America have spread among us. Big- 
businessmen have been able to escape punishment because in their 
hour of success they were clever enough to make friends in all 
circles; we have finally come to believe that it would be estrcmely 
unjust to condemn bankrupt merchants and lawyers who retire 
ruined after moderate catastrophes, while the princes of financial 
swindling continue to lead happy lives. Gradually the new industrial 
system has created a new and extraordinary indulgence for all 
crimes of fraud in the great capitalist countries." 

In those countries where the old parsimonious and non- 
speculative economy still prevails, the relative estimation of acts of 
brutality and acts of fraud has not followed the same evolution as 
in America, England and France; this is why Germany has pre¬ 
served so many of the customs of former times" and does not feel 


BtKcimeK,UtVv»mineamt:r(ditcaM»etlaiociiti,f.i'il- . , 

“ Several small countries have adopted these ideas, thinking by such imitation to 
reach the greatness of the large countries. u u 

” It must be noticed that in Getmany there are so many Jews in the world ot 
speculation that American ideas do not spread very easily. The speculator appears 
CO the majority as a foreigner who n rpMmig the naiian. 
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the same horror that we do for brutal punishments; these never 
seem to them, as they do to us, only suitable to the most dangerous 


There has been no lack of philosophers to protest at this softening 
of sentences; after what we have related earlier about Hartmann, we 
shall expect to meet him among those who protest; ‘We arc already’, 
he says, ‘approaching the time when theft and lying condemned by 
the law will be despised as vulgar errors, as gross clumsiness, by 
the clever cheats who know how to preserve the letter of the law 
while infnnging the rights of other people. For my part, I would 
much rather live amongst the ancient Germans, at the risk of being 
killed on occasion, than he obliged, as I am in modem cities, to look 
on every man as a swindler or a rogue unless I have evident proofs 
of his honesty.’” Hartmann takes no account of economic con¬ 
ditions; he argues from an entirely personal point of view and never 
looks at what goes on around him; nobody today wants to run the 
risk of being killed by ancient Germans; a fraud or a theft are very 
easily reparable. 

C. - Finally, in order to get to the heart of contemporary thought, 
it is necessary to examine the way in which the public judges the 
relations existing between the State and criminal associations; such 
relations have always existed; these associations, after having prac¬ 
tised violence, have ended by employing cunning, or at lea« their 
acts of violence have become somewhat exceptional. 

Today we should think it very strange if magistrates were to put 
themselves at the head of armed hands, as they did in Rome during 
the last years of the Republic. In the course of the Zola trial,'' the 
anti-Semites recruited bands of paid demonstrators, who were 
instructed to display patriotic indignation; the government of 
Meline' protected these antics, which for some months had great 
success and helped considerably in hindering a fair revision of the 
sentence on E>r^fus. 


“ Hartmann, [Pkilosophie de I'liuonicienl], p. 465. 

" Emile Zola (1840-1902); noveliat and author of the famous opCT letwr 
denouncing the misamageof justice perpetrated upon CaptM D^fus^Tha and 
ocher activities relating 10 the Dreyfus case earned him both a tna) and criminal 
sentence in iSp*. “ Engtod. 

' Jules Filix Meline (1838-1925); [irime mmisier from April 1896 to June 1898. 
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I believe that I am not mistaken in saying that these tactics of the 
supporters of the Church have been the principwl cause of all meas¬ 
ures directed against Catholicism since 1901; the liberal bourgeoisie 
would never have accepted these measures if they had not still been 
under the influence of the fear they had felt during the Dreyfus 
affair; the chief argument that Qemenceau used to stir up his fol¬ 
lowers to fight against the Church was that of fear: he never ceased 
to denounce the danger which the Republic ran in the continued 
existence of the Roman faction: the laws about the congregations, 
about education and the administration of the churches were made 
with the object of preventing the Qtholic party again raking up its 
former warlike attitude and that Anaiole France’ so often compared 
to La Ligue:'" they were laws inspired by fear. Many conservatives 
felt this so strongly that they regarded with displeasure the recent 
resistance opposed to the inventories of the churches; they con¬ 
sidered that Ae employment of bands of pious apaches would make 
the middle classes still more hostile to their cause;" it was not a 
little surprising to see Brunetiete, who hid been one of the admirers 
of the anti-Dreyfusard apaches, advise submission; this was because 
experience had enlightened him as to the consequences of violence. 

Associations that work by cunning provoke no such reaction from 
the public; at the time of the clerical Republic,' the society of Saint 
Vincent-de-Paul was an excellent centre of surveillance over officials 
of every order and grade; it is not surprising therefore that Free¬ 
masonry has been able to render services to the government headed 
by the Radical Party of exactly the same kind as those which 


At a meeting of the Municipal Council of Paris on 26 March 1906, the prefect of 
police said that the resistance was organited by a committee sitting at 86, cue de 
fcchelieu, which hired pieus apaches at between three and four francs a day. He 
asserted that liftj-Two priests had promised him either to facilime the mveniones 
or to be content with a merely passive resistance. He accused the Catholic pol>- 
tidans of having forced the hands of the clergy. 


' Anaioie France (1844-1924); novelist, Dreyfusard and enthusiastic supporter of 
the anticlerical measures of Combes. ,1,1. 

' La Lieue founded in 157b defend Qilholics against HugueMts (French 
Protestants) and led by Henri, 3rd duke of Guise. It connnued its seditious activi¬ 
ties until the conversion of Henri IV to the (Tatholic faith. 

' A reference to the early years of the Third Republic (between 1871-7), '‘hen 
conwrvarive forces led by President Macnia.hon sought to secure a government o 
‘moral ord«' with close links to the Catholic Church. 
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Catholic philanthropy was able to render to former governments."’ 
The history of recent spying scandals has shown very plainly what 
the point of view of the country actually was. 

When the rationalists obtained possession of the documents con¬ 
taining information about officers of the army, which had been com¬ 
piled by the dignitaries of the Masonic J.odgcs, they believed that 
their opponents were lost; the panic which prevailed in the Radical 
camp for some time seemed to justify their hopes; but before long 
democracy showed only derision for what they called the ‘petty 
virtue’ of those who publicly denounced the methods of General 
Andre and his accomplices. In those difficult days Henry Berenger” 
showed that he understood admirably the ethical standards of his 
contemporaries; he did not hesitate to approve of what he called 
the ‘legitimate supervision of the governing classes exercised by the 
organizations of the vanguard’; he denounced the cowardice of the 
government whtch had ‘allowed [those] who had undertaken the 
difficult task of opposing the military caste and the R.oman Churdi, 
of examining and denouncing them, to be branded as informers 
(L'Action, 31 October 1904); he loaded with insults the few Dreyffi- 
sards who dared to show their indignation; the attitude of Joseph 
Reinach appeared particularly scandalous to him; in his opinion the 
latter should have felt himself extremely honoured by being tolCT- 
ated in the Ligue des Droits de I’Homme,® which had decided at 
last to lead ‘the good fight for the defence of the rights of the citizen, 
sacrificed too long to those of one man' {L Action^ 12 December 
1904). Finally, a law of amnesty was voted declaring that no one 
wanted to hear anything more of these trifles. 

There was sonne opposition in the provinces,^^ but was it very 
serious? I am inclined to think not, when 1 read the documents 


The people in ihe provinces are not, as a matter of fact, so accustomed as the 
Parisians are to indulgence towards non-violent triclery and briganiage. 


■" Another reference to the -afriire des fiches’. The government, led by Radial Party 
politician Emile Combes from ipoa-S. « ‘republi^iw both the aray 

and the administration and thus used the Freemasons to provide infontution about 
its army oftcets and civil servants. 

" Henry Berenger U8&7-i95J); anticlenc; editor of the anii-atholic LAMon. a 
daily founded in 1903. ^ 

° Founded in response to the Dreyfus aflair, the Ljgue des Droits de m^rae 
quicJdv became one of the principal organizations defending not |U5l the rights oJ 
individual citizens but the braadet principles of republican government. 
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published by Peguy in the ninth number of the sixth series of the 
Cakters de la Quinzame. Some people, used to speaking a verbose, 
sonorous and nonsensical language, doubtless found themselves a 
little uncomfortable under the smiles of the leading grocers and 
eminent chemists who constituted the elite of the learned and musi¬ 
cal societies before which they had been accustomed to hold forth 
on Justice, Truth and Light, They fourtd it necessary to adopt a 
stoical attitude. 

Could anything be finer than this passage from a letter of Pro¬ 
fessor Bougie,” an eminent doctor of social science, which I find on 
page 13; ‘I am very happy to learn that at last the Ligue is going to 
speak. Its silence astonishes and frightens as.’ He must be a man who 
is easily astonished and frightened. Francis de Pressense’ also suf¬ 
fered some anxiety of mind; he is a specialist in this sort of thing; 
but his feelings were of a very distinguished kind, as is only proper 
for an aristocratic socialist. He was afraid that democracy was 
threatened with a new ‘persecution’, resembling that which had 
done so much harm to virtuous democrats during the Panama scan¬ 
dal.” When he saw the public quietly accept the complicity of the 
government with a philanthropic association which had turned into 
a criminal association, he turned his avenging thunders against the 
protesters. Amongst the most comical of these protesters I pick out 
a political pastor from Saint-Etienne called L[ouis] Comte. He 
wrote, in the extraordinary language employed by the members of 
the Ligue dcs Droits de I’Horome; ‘I had hoped that the Affair 
would have definitively cured us of the moral malaria from which 
we suffer and that it would have cleansed the republican conscience 


” f’La delation aux Droits de I’homme’l, Cahiets de k 9Ch of the VI 

series [1905], p. 9. F[rincis] de Pressense was, at the time of the Panama allair, 
Hebraid’s principal clerk; we know that the latter was one of the pnneij^ ben¬ 
eficiaries from the Panama booty, but that has not injured his fwsition m the eyes 
of rhe austere Huguenots; Le Temps continues lo be the organ of moderate democ¬ 
racy and of the ministers of the Gospel, [The Panama scandal erupted m 1889 
when the failure of the French company launched to build the Panama Lanai 
revealed widespread bribery and corruption in ibe government ] 

' aiestb Bougie (187&-1940); Durkheimian sociologist, Dteyfusaxd and member 

of the Ligue des Droits de I’Honune. _ 

■* Francis Pehaut de Pressense (1853-1914); diplomat; lour^ist; 
of the Ligue des Droits de I'Homme in 1903; bom mic. a distinguished Protestant 
family he became a soaalist and close friend of JautK. 
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of the clerical virus with which it is impregnated. It has done 
nothing. We are more clerical than ever.’^ Accordingly, this austere 
man remained in the Ligue! Protestant and bourgeois logic! It is 
always possible that the Ligue might be able to render some small 
service to the deserving ministers of the Holy Gospel. 

I have dwelt rather lengthily on these grotesque incidents because 
they seem to me to characterize very aptly the moral ideas of the 
people who claim to lead us. Henceforth it must be accepted that 
politico-criminal associations which work by cunning have a recog¬ 
nized place in any democracy that has attained its maturity. Pfaul] 
de Rousiers believes that America will one day cure itself of the 
evils which result from the guilty machinations of its politicians. 
Ostrogorski,' after making a long and detailed enquiry into Democ¬ 
racy and the Orgamzation of Political Parties, believes that he has 
found remedies which will enable modern States to free themselves 
from exploitation by political parties. These are Platonic vows.; no 
historical experience justifies the hope that a democracy can be 
made to work in a capitalist country, without the criminal abuses 
experienced everywhere today. When Rousseau demanded that 
democracy should not tolerate the existence in its midst of any pri¬ 
vate association, he reasoned from his knowledge of the republics 
of the Middle Ages; he knew this history better than his contempor¬ 
aries did and was struck with the enormous part played at that time 
by politico-criminal associations; he asserted the impossibility of 
reconciling reason in a democracy with the existence of such forces; 
but wc ought to learn from experience that there is no way of bring¬ 
ing about their disappearance ” 


fbid. p. ly [What P^guy tool the importance of this affair to be is dear in his 
remark that' ‘of all the events which show the decomposition of the Dreyfi^rd 
movement in France, the decomposition of socialism in Fnina, the de^posilion 
of the political system and, unhappily perhaps, also ihe decompoMtion of fte 
Republk, it was obvious from the beginnin j that one of the most senous was this 


spying anaiT:p -, 

Rousseau, stating the question in an abstract 
kind of association and our governments for i 
subject every association to arbitrary power. 


vay, appeared to condemn every 
long time used his authority to 


' Moisei Yalovlevich Ostrogorski (1854-1919); Russian-bom political scientist, bet 
known for his siudy of British and Amerian political pataes 
OnamuMlm efPolilu^il Partus (iqoa). Ostrogorski, like Roberto Michels, 
^ded that political parties, irrespective of ideology, wee ^wsanb 
in organization. To enhance democracy, he recommended the formation of leagues. 
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III 

The preceding explanations enable us to understand the ideas about 
the proper function of the workers’ syndicats forrned by enlightened 
democrats and the wise men. 


Waldcck-Rousseau has often been congratulated on having carried 
the law on the syndicats in 1884,’ In order to give an account of 
what was expected from this law we must recall the situation of 
France at that dmc: severe financial embanassments had compelled 
the government to sign agreements with the railway companies that 
the Radicals denounced as acts of brigandage; colonial policy gave 
opportunities for extremely hostile opposition and was thoroughly 
unpopular;^ the discontent that, a few years later, took the form of 
Boulangism' was already very marked and the elections of 1885 very 
nearly gave a majority to the conservatives. 

Waldeck-Rousseau, without being a very profound seer, was yet 
sharp enough to understand the danger that might threaten the 
Opportunist Republic” and cynical enough to look for means of 
defence in a pcJitico-criminal organization capable of checkmating 
the conservatives. 

At the rime of the Empire, the govenunent had tried to manipu¬ 
late the mutual benefit societies in such a way as to control the 
white-collar workers and a section of the artisans; later on, it 
believed it might be possible to find, in working men’s associations, 
a weapon with which it might be capable of ruining the authority 
which the liberal party had over the people and of terrifying the nch 
classes who had obstinately opposed the government since 1863. 


« In his lU] MoraU. published in 1883, Ylves] Guyot violently itBcljs this pol^. 
‘In spite of the disastrous experiences (of two centurtes), w« m taking * 
we are on die point of going to Egypt, »< «« siting out for Tonkin, we dream 
of the conquest of Central Africa’ (p. 339)- 
• This law. sponsored by Waldeck-Rousseau, repealed the Le Chapelio kw of 1791 
and gave workers the legal right of association. In mtentiOT,« w very much an 
attempt to fttster pragmatic, responsible trade unions ^ the 
' The Bmilangist movement, inspired by the person of General Georges 
(1837-01), was a short-lived but very popular nadonalist ^ttst movement against 

“ A te^nce W the poliical dominance of the Oppormnisis between ^ 

such «.d Jules Ferry the t^ ‘ 

policy of pnrsuinj fbo* ^ praebcaLy poasiWe. 
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Watdeck-Rousseiu was inspired by these examples and hoped to 
organize among the workers a hierarchy under the direction of the 
police.^’ 

In a circular of 25 August 18&4, Waldeck-Rousseau explained 
to the prefects that they ought not to confine themselves to their 
too-limited function of enforcing respect for the law; they must 
stiffiukte the spirit of association and ‘smooth away the difficulties 
which were bound to arise from inexperience and lack of practice 
in this new liberty’. Theit task would be so much the more useful 
and important if they succeeded in inspiring greater confidence in 
the workers, in diplomatic terms, to take luOTal leadership of the 
union movement:’* ‘■Although the government is not obliged by the 
law of March 21 [1884] to take any part in the search for solutions 
to [the great economic and social problems], it cannot be indifferent 
to them and I am convinced that it is its duty to participate and to 
put its services and zeal at the disposal of all the parties concerned. 
It will be necessary to act with a great deal of prudence so as ‘not 
to excite mistrust’, to show the workmen’s associations bow very 
much the government interests itself in their development, and 
advise them ‘when they make applications’. The prefects must pre¬ 
pare themselves for ‘this role of counsellor and energetic collahorator 
by a thorough study of legislation and of similar organizations which 
exist in France and abroad’. 

In 1884 the government did not in the least foresee that the 
syndieats might participate in a great revolutionary agitation and 
the circular spoke with a certain irony of ‘the hypothetical peril 
of an antisocial federation of all the workers’. Today one is very 
tempted to smile at the ingenuousness of the man who has often 
been represented to us as the king of cunning-, but to account for 
his illusions it is necessary to go back to the writings of the 
democrats of that period. In 1887, in the preface to the third 


" Ihave pointed thisoul in [‘L’ancienne et la nouvelle neuphysique’) L'Ere nouvetk 
“ According the socialist deputy, Marius Devdre, the prefea of^(^™dCT' 

mA this leadership of the union movement under the minister CombM 
somlisies, p, j* 3 ) -1 find in ihe ^ Sud-Ouen (25 January 1404), a 
snnound’4 ^ P«fec« of I. Man^. detega^.by *e 
advprefect, the mayor and the municipality, officially maugurated the hme M 
travail H Qierbourg. 
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edition 0/ Lf Sublime^ Denis Poulot/ an experienced manufac¬ 
turer. former mayor of the eleventh amndissement and a follower 
of Gambetta, said that the syndicats would kill strikes; he believed 
that the revolutionaries had no serious influence on the organized 
workmen and saw in the primary schools a sure means of bring¬ 
ing about the disappearance of socialism; like nearly all the 
Opportunists of his day he was much more preoccupied with the 
‘blacks’ than the ‘reds’* Yves Guyot himself does not seem to 
have much more insight than Waldeck-Rousseau, because in his 
La Morale (1883) he considered collectivism to be merely a word; 
he denounced the existing legislation which ‘aims at hindering 
the workers from organizing themselves for the sale of their 
labour at the highest possible price and for the discussion of 
their interests’, and he expected that what the syndteats would 
lead to would be the ‘organization of the sale of labour on a 
wholesale basis'. The priests are violently attacked by him, and 
the Chagot family is denounced because it forces the miners of 
Montceau to go to Mass.^’ Everybody then counted on the work¬ 
ers’ organizations to destroy the authority of the clerical party. 

If Waldeck-Rousseau had had the slightest foresight, he would 
have perceived the advantage that the conservatives have tried to 
draw from the law on the syndicats with a view to attempting the 
restoration of social peace in the country districts unda their own 
leadership. Some years ago the peril which the Republic ran in the 
form^on of an agrarian party was denounced;“ the result has not 
lived up to the hopes of agricultural syndicats, but it mig^ have 
been serious; Waldeck-Rousseau never suspected it for an instant; 


” Guyoi, [La] MtnU 183-4, iw, 148 and 320. (The cesd company at 

Montceau-les-Mines, like many others, maintained a stnet paiernatoc etnpJoy- 
meni policy, wiOi jobs and promotion determined by Chwdi attCTdance. in the 
strikes of 1901, the miners of Moniceau-les-Mines placed religious freedom 

amongst their demands.] ^ _i 

“ [Robert] de Roequigny, Us Syndicau agneoks et leur oeuvre [Pans, Colin, 1900J. 


pp. 43. 39t-4- 

' Denis Poulot, Qustum soctale. Lt subhae ou U travadlev camrne dtU en /S70 uu 
« gu'it tieui lire (Paris, FUmmarion, 1887). hn ex-foteman tuined buanessnim, 
Poulol divided workers into seven tategories, with at one extreme the respectable 
and loyal ‘true wwlter’ and. die other, the reprobate^ ‘sublime. An opponent ol 
^^ikm Poulot hoped that capital-worker cooperation would UcJitate gradual 
and peaceful reforai. , , . , .u 

* The 'blacks’ were the supporters of clencal racnon; the reds were the sociaiists. 
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in his circular he does not seem even to have suspected the material 
services that the new associations would render to agriculture.” If 
he had had any idea of what might come to pass, he would have 
taken precautions in the drawing up of the law; it is certain that 
neither the minister who drew up the law nor the parliamentary 
coromittee that discussed the law understood the importance of the 
word ‘agricultural’, which was introduced by means of an amend¬ 
ment proposed by Oudet, the senator for the Doubs/’ 

Workmen’s associations directed by democrats, using cunning, 
threats and sometimes even a certain amount of violence, could have 
been of the greatest service to the government in the struggle 
against the conservatives, then so threatening. Those people who 
have recently transformed Waldeck-Rousseau into the father of his 
country will probably protest against such a disrespectful interpret¬ 
ation of his policy; but this interpretation will not seem altogether 
improb^le to the people who remember the cynicism with which 
he, who is now represented as a great liberal, then governed: one 
had the impression that France was about to enter on i regime 
which would recall the follies, the luxuries and the brutality of the 
Caesars. Moreover, when unforeseen circumstances brought Wal¬ 
deck-Rousseau back to power, he immediately resumed his former 
policy and tried to use the syndicats against his adversaries. 

In 1899 it was no longer possible to attempt to pul the workers’ 
associations under the direction of the prefects in the way indicated 
by the circular of 1884; but there were other methods which might 
be tried and, by including Millerand in his government, Waldeck- 
Rousseau thought he had carried out a masterstroke. As Millerand 
had been aHe to make himself leader of the socialists, until then 
divided into irreconcilable groups, might he not become the broker 
who would discreetly manipulate the syndicats by influencing their 
leaders? Every means of seduction was employed in order to bring 
the workers to reason and to inspire them with confidence tn the 
higher officials of the government of republican defence. 

“ This is all she more remaricable since iht synducU are represented in the drcular 
as eapdk of aiding French industry in its sinijEgle against foreign competition. 

It was thought » he merely a question of permitting agricultural labourers to 
form themselves into unions; Tolain declared, in the name of the committee, ^at 
he had never thought of excluding them from the benefits of the new law (de 
Rocqmgny, [Us Syndicats], p. lo). As a rule, the agricultural unions have served 
as commercial agencies for landowners, etc. 
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One cannot help being reminded of the policy that Napoleon, in 
signing the Concordat, intended to follow; he had recognized that 
it would not be possible for him, as for Henry VIII, directly to 
influence the Church. ‘Failing that method’, said Taine, ‘he adopts 
another, which leads to the same end but... [h]e does not want to 
change the beliefs of his peoples; he respects spiritual things and 
wishes to control them without interfering with them and without 
becoming entangled himself in them; he wants to make them square 
with his policy, but by the influence of temporal things.'*’ In the 
same way Millerand was commissioned to assure the workmen that 
their socialist convictions would not be interfered with; the govern* 
ment only wanted to direct the action of the syndicats and to make 
them fit in with its own policy. 

Napoleon had said: ‘You will see how I shall be able to utilize 
the priests.’** Millerand was instructed to gratify in every way the 
vanity of the leaders of the syndicatsfe while the mission of the 
prefects was to induce the employers to grant material concessions 
to the workers; it was thought that such a Napoleonic policy would 
give results as considerable as those obtained from the policy pur¬ 
sued in regard to the Church. Dumay,* the minister of public 
worship, had succeeded in creating a docile episcopacy formed of 
men whom the ardent Catholics contemptuously called violet pre¬ 
fects-,’’ by putting a shrewd head of service in the office of the minis¬ 
ter, might it not be possible to create red prefects!^ All this was 


[Hii>polytel Taine, U Ripmt mdene (Paris, Hachene, 1894I, II, p. 10. 

“ Ibid., p. n. • • I „ r 

“ This is what Mme Georges Renard very sensibly points out in tier repon ot a 
workmen's ftte given by Millerand (L(eon] de Seilhac, U M<md4 sacutltue [Pam, 

Lecoffte, 1004I, p. J08). __ , 

“ Millerand did noi keep on the former head of the Office du Trawl, who was 
doubtless not pliant enough for the new policy. It seems to me clearly establish^ 
that at that time considerable attention was being given in this govemraenc defart- 
meat to a kind of en<iuirv as to the state of feeling among the activists olrte 
jvBrfiforj, evidently in order to ascertain in what way they might be advis^. pis 
was revealed bv Chtarles] Guieysse [in ‘M. Combes et ses c«qu«) 
litres of to December 190*, [pp. 485^]; protescauons of the 
those of Millerand do not appear to have been very senous {La fW du peupk, 
18, 25 December 1904; i January, 25 June, 27 August 1905)- 
' Charles Dumay (1843-1906); director of the Administration des Cultes from 1887 

• A £ence to the aiholic bishops who were thought to be loo friendly towards 
the republican govemmenl. 
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fairly well thought out and corresponded perfectly with the Lind of 
talent possessed by Waldcck-Rousseau, who was ail his life a great 
admirer of the Concordat and was fond of negotiating with Rome; 
it was not unpleasing for him to negotiate with the reds-, the very 
originality of the enterprise would have been enough to charm a 
mind like his that delighted in subtlety. 

In a speech of i December 1905, Marcel Sembat,' who had been 
in a particularly good position to know what had happened at the 
time of Millermd, related several anecdotes which very much aston¬ 
ished the Chamber. He told them how the government, in order to 
make itself disagreeable to the nationalist municipal councillors of 
Paris and to reduce their influence on the hurses du travail, had 
asked ‘the syndteats to make applications to it that would justify’ the 
reorganization of that establishment. A certain amount of scandal 
was caused by the march-past of the red flags before the official 
platform at the inauguration of the monument by Dalou in the 
Place de la Nation;" we now know that this happened as a result of 
negotiations; the prefect of police had hesitated, but Waldcck- 
Rousseau authorized these revolutionary ensigns. The fact that the 
government denied having any relations with the synduals is of no 
importance; a lie more or less would not trouble a politician of 
Waldeck-Rousseau’s calibre. 

The exposure of these manoeuvres shows that the ministry 
depended on the syndtcais to frighten the conservatives; ever since 
then it has become easy to understand the attitude they have 
adopted in the course of several strikes: on the one hand, Waldeck- 
Rousseau proclaimed with great fervour the necessity of giving the 
protection of public force to every single worker who wished to 
work in spite of the strikers; whilst, on the other, he has more than 
once shut his eyes to acts of violence; the reason for this is that he 
found it necessary to annoy and frighten the Progressists and 


*’ It mav be questioned whether Waldeck-Rousseau did not go hr and thus 
staned the government on a very differert road from that which he smted H W 
take; ! do not think that the new law about associations would have been vored 
except under the influence of fear, but it is certain that i« fin^ >™ch 

more anticlerical than its promoter would have wished. [The Progressists 
' Marcel Sembat (1862-1922); socialist politician and fournalist. 

■ On 19 November 1899 a big procession was organized to marl the 
of a same by Dalou^e Triumph of the Republic’. Representatives of the labour 
movement and many other organizations of the Left partiapaied. 


200 



The ethics of violence 


because be meant to reserve to himself the right of forcible inter¬ 
vention for the moment when his political interests required the 
disappearance of all political disorder. In the precarious state of his 
authority in the country he believed it possible to govern only by 
fear and by imposing himself as the supreme arbitrator in industrial 
disputes.** 

To transform the syndicats into politico-criminal associations 
which could serve as auxiliaries of democratic government: such 
was the plan of Waldeck-Rousseau fronn 1884 onwards. The syn- 
dtcats were to play a part analogous to that played by the Masonic 
Lodges, the latter being useful in spying on government employees, 
the former designed to threaten the interests of those employers 
who were not on the side of the administration; the Freemasons 
being rewarded by decorations and fevours given to their friends, 
the workers being authorized to extract extra wages from their 
employers. This policy was simple and cheap. 

In order that this system may work properly, a certain moder¬ 
ation in the conduct of the workers is necessary; not only must 
violence be used with discretion but the demands must not exceed 
certain limits. The same principles must be applied in this case as 
in the bribery of politicians; everybody approves as long ^ the poli¬ 
ticians are reasonable in their demands. People who are in business 
know that there is quite an art to bribery; certain intermediaries 
have acquired a special skill in estimating the amount of the presents 
that should be offered to high officials or to deputies who can get 
bills passed,*^ If financiers are almost always obliged to have 
recourse to the services of specialists, there is all the more reason 
why the workers, who are quite unaccustomed to the practices of 
this world, must need intermediaries to fix the sum which they can 
exact from their employers without exceeding reasonable limits. 

We are thus led to consider arbitration in an entirely new light 
and to understand it in a really scientific manner, since, instead of 


d««ended from tht Opportunists; moderate republicans, they moved stradUy 
rightwards and increasingly antisocialisl. In the elecuons of 1*99 they secured 254 

deputies and voted against the government of Wilded-Rousseau.) 

* In a speech on zi June 1907, Ourle Benoist complains dui the Preyfiis affa.r 
had thrown discredit on r«mni ofStw and had led the government to appeal to 

the elements of disorder in the nation in order to create order. 

I suppose that no one is ipiorant of the fact that no imporUftt undertaking is 
carried throu^ without bfibety. 
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allowing ourselves to be duped by abstractions, we shall explain it 
by means of the dominant ideas of bourgeois society, which 
invented it and which wants to impose it on the workers. It would 
be evidently absurd to go to a pork butcher’s shop, order him to 
sell us a ham at less than the marked price, and then ask him to 
submit the question to arbitration; but it is not absurd to promise 
to a group of employers the advantages to be derived from the fixity 
of wages for severd years and to ask the specialists what present 
remuneration this guarantee is worth; this remuneration may be 
considerable if business is expected to be good during that time. 
Instead of bribing some influential person, the employers raise their 
workers’ wages; from their point of view there is no difference. As 
for the government, it becomes the benefactor of the people and 
hopes that it will do well in elections; that is its special benefit. To 
the politician, the electoral advantages that result from a successful 
conciliation are worth more than a very large bribe. 

It is easy to understand now why all politicians have so great 
an admiration for arbitration; it is because an enterprise conducted 
without bribery is inconceivable to them. Many of our politicians 
are lawyers, and clients who confide their cases to them attach great 
weight to their parliamentary influence; it is for this reason that a 
former minister of justice is always sure of getting remunerative 
lawsuits even when he is not that talented, because he has means of 
influencing the magistrates, with whose failings be is very familiar 
and whom he could ruin if he wished. The great political barristers 
are sought out by financiers who have serious difficulties to over¬ 
come in the law courts, who are accustomed to bribing on a large 
scale and in consequence pay royally. The world of employers thus 
appears to our nil^ as a world of ^venturers, gamblers and para¬ 
sites of the Stock Exchange; they consider that this rich and crimi¬ 
nal class must expect to submit from time to time to the demands 
of other social groups; their conception of the ideal capitalist society 
would be a empromise between conflicting appetites under the auspices 
of political lawyers.^ 


» I borrow from a celebrated novel bj Leon Daudet a desenpoon of the 
of the barrister MWerbe ‘Th« latter was a curious character, all thin, of a well- 
set-up figure, surmounted by a head like a d«d fish, green 7F«.';‘‘«We eyes 
oiled and flattened hair, his whole appearance being frozen and npd ... He had 
chosen the profession of a barrister as being one which would supply his own and 
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The Catholics would not be sorry, now they are in opposition, 
to find support in the working classes; it is not only flattery that 
they address to the workers in order to convince them that it would 
be greatly to their advantage to abandon the socialists. They would 
also very much like to organize politico-criminal syndicats, just as 
Waldeck-Rousseau hoped to do twenty years ago; but the results 
they have obtained up till now have been very moderate. Their aim 
is to save the Church and they think that well-disposed capitalists 
might sacrifice a part of their profits to give the Christian syndfcats 
the concessions necessary to assure the success of this religious 
policy. Recently, a well-informed Catholic, who interests himself in 
social questions, told me that in a few years the workers would be 
obliged to recognize that their prejudices against the Church had 
no foundation. I think that he deludes himself as much as Waldeck- 
Rousseau did when in i88+ he regarded the idea of a revolutionary 
federation of sytidicats as ridiculous; but the material interest of the 
Church so blinds atholics that they are capable of every kind of 
stupidity. 

The social Catholics* have a way of looking at economic ques¬ 
tions that makes them resemble our vilest politicians very closely. 
In fact, it is difficult for the clerical world to conceive that things 
can happen otherwise than by grace, favouritism and bribery. 

I have often heard a Uwyer say that a priest can never be made 
to understand that certain actions that the law does not punish arc 
nevertheless villsunies; and I have been told by a bishop’s notary 
that, while a clientele composed of convents is an excellOTt one, it 
is at the same time very dangerous, because convents frequently 


hU wife’s need of money ... He took part chiefly in finincia! c^, on acc^t 
of the lane profit to be imde out of them, and of the secrete he learned 
IS hc^^ployed in each cases on account Of his 

relations, which always secured him victory in any caw pleaded. He 
fabulous fees. fVh<H *< paidfrr axu cerlah atipMial. Tlus crari ^enomous 
power He gave one the impression of a bandit armed for so^ life md sure 

minv of these traits are copied from those of the man the socialists ro oftw 

l«f0« they made him .he d^Ugod of re^b^ defence. 
[In the Panama affair, Waldeck-Rousseau defended Gustave Eiffel J 

“> Folbwins Leo XIU’s encyclical Rerum navamm of iSqL 
of socialCatholic movements prepared to ’rdly’ lo the JfPjhhc- “ 
part they advocated moderate social reform along corporatist lines. 
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want fraudulent deeds drawn up. Many people, seeing during the 
last fifteen years so many ostentatious monuments erected by the 
religious congregations, have wondered if a wave of madness was 
not passing over the Church; they are unaware that these building 
operations enable a crowd of pious rascals to live at the expense of 
the Church treasury. The imprudence of those congregations which 
persist in carrying on long and costly lawsuits against the public 
treasury has often been pointed out; this tactic enables the Radicals 
to work up a lively agitation against the monks by denouncing the 
avarice of people who claim to have taken vows of poverty; but 
these cases make plenty of business for the army of pious hagglers. 
1 do not think that I am exaggerating when 1 say that more than a 
third of the fortune of the Church has been wasted for the benefit 
of these vampires. 

A widespread dishonesty therefore prevails in the Catholic world, 
which leads the devout to believe that economic conditions depend 
chiefly on the caprices of the people who hold the purse. Everybody 
who has profited from an unexpected gain - and for them all profit 
from capital is an unexpected gain*' - ought to share the profit with 
those people who have a right to his affection or to his esteem; first 
of all the priests “and then his parishioners. If he does not respect 
this obligation, he is a rogue, a Freemason or a Jew; no violence is 
too great to be used against such a tool of Satan. When, therefore, 
priests are heard using revolutionary language, we need not take 
them literally and believe that diese vehement orators have socialist 
sentiments; it simply indicates that the capitalists have not been 
sufficiently generous. 

Here again there is a case for arbitration; recourse must be had 
to men with great experience of life in order to ascertain exactly 
what sacrifices the rich must submit to on behalf of the poor depen¬ 
dents of the Church. 


IV 

The study we have just made has not led us to think that the 
theorists of social peace are on the way to an ethic worthy of 


I do not think that there eaists a class less capable of understanding the economics 
of production than the prtesis. . ,1.. 

« In Turkey when a high palace dignitary receives a bribe, the sultan takes the 
money and then gives a certain proportion back to his employee; what proportion 
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acknowledgement; we now pass to a counterproof and enquire 
w hether proletarian violence might not be capable of producing the 
effect in vain eicpected from the tactics of moderation. 

First of all, it must be noticed that modem philosophers seem to 
agree in demanding a kind of sublimity from the ethics of the 
future, which will distinguish it from the petty and insipid morality 
of the Catholics. The chief thing with which the theologians arc 
reproached is that they make too great use of the concept of prob- 
abilism; nothing seems more absurd (not to say more scandalous) 
to contemporary philosophers than to count the opinions which 
have been emitted for or against a maxim, in order to find out 
whether we ought to shape our conduct by it or not. 

Professor Durkheim* said recently, at the Socierc Fran^aise de 
Philosophic (ii February iqo6), that it would be impossible to sup¬ 
press the sacred in ethics and that what characterized the saaed was 
its incommensurability with other human values; he recognized that 
his sociological researches led him to conclusions very near to those 
of Kant; he asserted that utilitarian morality had misunderstood the 
problem of duty and obligation. I do not w^nt to discuss these 
arguments here; I simply cite them to show to what point the 
character of the sublime impresses itself on authors who, by the 
nature of their work, would seem to be the least inclined to accept it. 

No writer has defined more forcibly than Proudhon the principles 
of that morality which modem times have in vain sought to realize: 
‘To feel and to assert the dignity of man’, he says, ‘first in everything 
in connection with ourselves, then in the person of our neighbour, 
and that without a shadow of egoism, without any consideration either 
of divine or communal sanction: therein lies right. To be ready to 
defend that dignity in every circumstance with energy, and if neces¬ 
sary against oneself: therein lies justice.’^^ Oemenceau, who doubtless 
can hardly be said to make personal use of this morality, expressed 
the same thought when he writes: ‘Without the dignity of the human 


is given back depends on the sultan’s disposition at the moment. The sultan’s 
ethical code in these matters is also that of the social Catholics, 

” [Pierre-Josephl Proudhon, De UJuslUt dam la Rfvaiutm etdam lEgbse [Pans. 
Lacroix, 18&-70], I, p. aid. 

“ E^nile DuAheim sociotogtst. The text refert^ to is 

Determination du fait moral’. pubUshed in the Bulktsn ie la sacUU fian^aise de 
pkiletephie (> PP- iby-aia. 
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person, without independence, liberty and justice, life is but a bestial 
state not worth the trouble of prescn'inf'(Z,!r^«rorr, u May 1905). 

One well-founded reproach has been brought against Proudhon, 
as well against many others of the great moralists; it has been 
said that his maxims were admirable, but that they were doomed to 
remain ineffective. And, in fact, experience does prove, unfortu¬ 
nately, that those precepts which the historians of ideas call the 
most noble precepts are, as a rule, entirely ineffective. This was 
evident in the case of the Stoics; it was no less remarkable in Kan¬ 
tianism; and it does not seem as if the practical influence of Proud¬ 
hon has been very noticeable. In order that a man may suppress the 
tendencies against which morality struggles, he must have in him¬ 
self a powerful motive, a conviction which must dominate his whole 
consciousness, and act before the calculations of reflection have time 
to enter his mind. 

It may even be said that all the fine arguments by which authors 
hope to induce men to act morally are more likely to lead them 
down the slope of probabilism; as soon as we consider an act to be 
accomplished, we are led to ask ourselves if there is not some means 
of escaping the strict obligations of duty. A[ugustel Comte sup¬ 
posed that human nature would change in the future and that the 
cerebral organs which produce altruism (?) would destroy those 
which produce egoism; in saying this he very likely bore in mind 
the fact that moral decision is instantaneous and comes instinctively 


from the depths of man’s nature. 

At times Proudhon is reduced, like Kant, to appeal to a bnd 
of scholastidsm for an explanation of the paradox of moral law: 
‘To feel himself in others, to the point of sacrificing every other 
interest to this wndment, to demand for others the same respect 
as for himself and to be angry with the unworthy creature who 
suffers others to be lacking in respect for him, as if the care of 
his dignity did not concern himsdf alone, such a faculty at first 
sight seems a strange one , . • There is a tendency in every 
to develop and force the acceptance of that which is essentially 
himself, his own dignity. It results from this that, the e^naal 
in man being identical and one for all humanity, e^h of us is 
aware of himself at the same time as individual and as species, 
and that an insult is felt by a third party and by the offender 
himself as well as by the injured person, that m consequence the 
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protest is common. This is precisely what is meant by Justice.’®^ 
Religious ethics claim to possess this source of action that is 
wanting in lay ethics;** but here it is necessary to make a distinction 
if an error, into which so many authors have fallen, is to be avoided. 
The great mass of Christians do not carry out the real Christian 
ethic, that which the philosopher considers as really peculiar to their 
religion; the society people who profess Catholicism are chiefly pre¬ 
occupied with probabilism, mechanical rites and proceedings ntore 
or less related to magic, which are calculated to assure their present 
and future happiness in spite of their sins.** 

Theoretical Christianity has never been a religion suited to society 
people; the doctors of the spiritual life have always reasoned about 
those people who were able to escape from the conditions of ordi¬ 
nary life. ‘When the Council of Gangres, in 325’, said Renan, 
‘declared that the maxims of the Gospel about poverty, the renuna- 
ation of the family, and virginity, were not intended for the ordinary 
Christian, the perfectionists made places apart where the evangelical 
life, too lofty for the common run of men, could be practised in all 
its rigour.’ He remarks, moreover, very justly that the ‘monastery 
took the place of martyrdom so that the precepts of Jesus might be 
carried out somewhere’;” but he does not carry this comparison for 
enough: the lives of the great hermits were a material struggle 
against the infernal powen which pursue them even to the desert, 
and this struggle was to continue that which the martyrs had waged 
against their adversaries. 


These facts show us the way to a right understanding of the nature 
of lofty moral convictions; these never depend on reasoning or on 


“ ProudhL thinks that this was also lacking m pagan 

centuries, polytheistic societies had customs, but no eAics. ^.t^e » l ^ ce ol a 
moraLty sSidly based on principles, the custwns gradually disappeared. M., 

confession she begins agam ‘to chatter and to laugh'. “m 

of her relating her sin {L’Allmagne, 2nd edn [Pans, Michel-Uvy, iSbo], 11, 

Solic'^^inK do ^rstruggle against abstractions but often agamM 
which present themselves with all the signs of reality. Luther also had to fight 
devil, at whom be threw his inkpot. 
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any education of the individual will; they depend upon a state of 
war in which men voluntarily participate and which finds expression 
in well-defined rnyths. In Catholic countries the monks carry on the 
strug^e against the prince of evil who triumphs in this world and 
would subdue them to his will; in Protestant countries small fanati¬ 
cal sects take the place of the monasteries,®’ These arc the battle¬ 
fields that enable Christian morality to hold its own, with that 
character of sublimity which today still fascinates many minds and 
which gives it sufficient lustre to occasion in society a few pale 
imitations. 

When one considers a less aaentuated state of the Christian 
ethic, one is struck by seeing to what extent it depends on struggle. 
Le PUy, who was an excellent Catholic, often contrasted (to the 
great scandal of his co-religionists) the solidity of the religious con¬ 
victions he encountered in countries of mixed religions with the 
spirit of inactivity that prevails in the countries exclusively submit¬ 
ted to the influence of Rome. Among the Protestant peoples, the 
more vigorously the Established Church is assailed by dissident 
sects the greater the moral fervour developed. We thus see that 
conviction is founded on the competition of cooununions, each of 
which regards itself as the army of truth fighting the armies of evil. 
In such conditions it is possible to find sublimity; but when religious 
warfare is much weakened, probabilism, mechanical rites and pro¬ 
ceedings having a certain resemblance to magic take first place. 

We can point out quite similar phenomena in the history of 
modem libera! ideas. For a long time our fathers regarded from an 
almost religious point of view the Declaration ies droits de I'lumme, 
which seems to us today only a colourless collection of abstract and 
confused formulas, without any great practical bearing. This was 
due to the fact that formidable struggles had been underuken on 
account of the institutions which were assoaated with this docu¬ 
ment; the clerical party asserted that it would demonstrate the fun¬ 
damental error of liberalism; everywhere it organized campaigning 
organBalions intended to enforce its authority on the people and 
on the government; it boasted that it would be able to destroy the 
defenders of the [1789] Revolution before long. At the time when 


(Renan, Marc-Aioeie], p. 627. 
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Proudhon wrote his book on Justice, the conflict was far from being 
ended; thus the whole book is written in a warlike tone astonishing 
to the reader of today; the author speaks as if he were a veteran of 
the wars of Liberty; he would be revenged on the temporary con¬ 
querors who threaten the acquisitions of the Revolution; he 
announces the dawn of the great revolt. 

Proudhon hopes that the duel will be soon, that the forces will 
meet with their whole strength, and that there will be a Napoleonic 
battle, inally destroying the opponent. He often speaks in a lan¬ 
guage which would k appropriate to the epic. He did not perceive 
that his abstract arguments would seem weak when, later on, his 
belligerent ideas had disappeared. There is a ferment all through 
his soul which colours it and gives a hidden meaning to his thought, 
very far removed from the scholastic sense. 

The savage fury with which the Church proceeded against 
Proudhon’s book shows that the clerical camp had exactly the same 
conception of the nature and consequences of the conflict as he had. 

As long as the sublime imposed itself in this way on the modem 
spirit, it seemed possible to create a lay and democratic ethic; but 
in OUT time such an enterprise would seem almost comic; everydting 
is changed now that the clericals no longer seem formidable; there 
are no longer any liberal convictions, since the liberals have ceased 
to be animated by their former warlike passions. Today everyAing 
is in such confusion that the priests claim to be the best of demo¬ 
crats; they have adopted the MarseiUaise as their party hymn; and 
if a little persuasion is exerted they will have illuminations on the 
anniversary of lO August 179*. Sublimity has vanished from the 
ethics of both parties, giving place to a morality of extraordinary 
meanness. 

Kautsky’’" is evidently right when he asserts that in our time the 
advancement of the workers has depended on their revolutionary 
spirit: ‘It is hopeless’, he says, at the end of a study on social reform 
and revolution, ‘to try, by means of moral homilies, to inspire die 
English workman with a more exalted conception of life, a feeling 
of nobler effort. The ethics of the proletariat spiing from its revol¬ 
utionary aspirations; these are what give it the greatest force and 
■“ Kail Kautsky (1854-1938); one of the leaders of the Germ^ socialist party and 

for many years the supreme represenutive of Manisi orthodoxy. 
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elevation. It is the idea, of revolution which has raised the proletariat 
from its degradation.It is clear that, for Kautsky, morality is 
always subordinate to the sublime. 

The socialist point of view is quite different from that of the 
former democratic literature; our fathers believed that the nearer 
man approached to nature the better he was and that a man of the 
people was a sort of savage; that consequently the lower we descend 
down the social scale the more virtue we find. In support of this 
idea, the democrats have many times called attention to the fact that 
during revolutions the poorest people have often given the finest 
examines of heroism; they explain it by assuming that these obscure 
heroes were true children of nature. 1 explain it by saying that, 
these men being engaged in a war which was bound to end in either 
their triumph or enslavement, the sentiment of sublimity was bound 
to be engendered by the conditions of the struggle. During a revol¬ 
ution the higher classes as a rule show themselves in a particularly 
unfavourable light; this for the reason that, belonging to a defeated 
army, they experience the feelings of the defeated, of supplicants 
and of those about to surrender. 

When working-class circles are reasonable, as the professional 
sftciologists wish them to be, when conflicts are confined to disputes 
about material interests, there is no more opportunity for the sub¬ 
lime than when agricultural unions discuss the subject of the price 
of guano with manure merchants. 

It has never been thought that discussions about prjc« could 
possibly exercise any ethkal influence upon men; the experience of 
sales of livestock would lead to the supposition that in such cases 
those interested are led to admire cunning rather than good frith; 
the ethical values recogniKd by horse-dealers have never passed for 
very elevated. Amongst the important things accomplished by die 
agricultural unions, De Roequigny repcHts in 1896 ‘the munici- 
priity of Mannande, having wanted to impose on beasts brought to 
the fair a tax which the cattle-breeders considered unfair ... the 


* Karl Kautsly, La Revotmion sociele, French tr»n$. [Paris. Riviere, iqoi], pp. lay- 
4, 1 h«vc printed out elsewhere that the decay of the revolutiomry id« m ih* 
minds of ferroer activists who have become moderates seems to be a^pamed 
Inr * moral decadence that I have compared to that which ts « rue one hnds 
in the case of a priest who has lost his faith (Instputmenu somh [JelUeonofm 
(ooimporanea (Palermo, Sandron. 1907)]. PP- 3+4-5)- 

CoHiemporary Eemmes (New Brunswick, NJ, Transaction Books. 1984), p. aho I 
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breeders went on strike and slopped suppiying in the market of 
Marmande, with such effect that the municipality found itself 
forced to give in’.*' This was a very peaceful procedure which pro¬ 
duced profitable results to the peasants; but it is quite clear that 
nothing ethical was involved in such a dispute. 

When politicians intervene there is, almost necessarily, a notice¬ 
able lowering of ethical standards, beause they do nothing for 
nothing and only act on condition that the favoured association is 
one of their customers. We are very far here from the path of the 
sublime, we are on that which leads to the practices of politico- 
criminal societies. 

In the opinion of many well-informed people, the transition from 
violence to cunning which shows itself in contemporary strikes in 
England cannot be too much admired- The great object of the trade 
unions is to obtain a recognition of the right to employ threats 
disguised in diplomatic formulas: their desire is that their delegates, 
when doing the round of the workshops, should not be interfered 
with, and therefore that they can fulfil their mission of bringing 
those that wish to work to understand that it would be in their 
interests to follow the directions of the trade unions; they consent to 
express their desires in a form which will be perfectly clear to the 
listener, but which could be presented in a court of law as a soHdar- 
ist sermon. I protest that I cannot see what is so admirable in this 
tactic, which is worthy of Escobar. In the past the Catholics have 
often employed similar methods of intimidation against the liberals; 
I understand thus perfectly well why so many rt-ise men admire the 
trade unions, but I find the morality of the wise men to be not very 
admirable. 

It is true that in England violence has, for a long time, been void 
of all revolutionary character. Whether corporate advaauges are 
pursued by means of blows or by craft, there is not much differmce 
between the two methods; yet the pacific uctics of the trade unions 
indicate an hypocrisy which would be better left to the wise men. In 
the countries where the conception of the general strike exists, the 
blows exchanged between workmen and the representatives of the 


“ De Roequigny, [Les SynJicals], PP-37^ ‘ I 

can be iniquitous: mystery and the Muste Social. Ihese ip«i< speas * 
special language. 
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bourgeoisie have an entirely different significance; their conse¬ 
quences are far-reaching and they may beget the svblirne- 

1 am convinced that in order to understand, at least in part, the 
dislike that Bernstein’s doctrines rouse in German social democracy 
we must bear in mind these considerations about the nature of the 
sublime. The German has been brought up on sublimity to an 
extraordinary extent; first by the literature connected with the wars 
of Independence,*^ then by the revival of the taste for the old 
national songs which followed these years, finally by a philosophy 
which pursues aims very far removed from vulgar preoccupations. 
It must also be remembered that the victory of 1871 has consider¬ 
ably contributed towards giving Germans of every class a feeling of 
confidence in their strength that is not to be found to the same 
degree in this country at the present; compare, for instance, the 
German Catholic party with the chicken-hearted creatures who 
form the clientele of the Church in France! Our clergy only think of 
humiliating themselves before their adversaries and are quite happy, 
provided that there are plenty of evening parties during winter; they 
have no recollection of services which are rendered to them.^ 

The German socialist party drew its strength particularly from 
the catastrophic idea that its propagandists spread everywhere and 
which was taken very seriously as long as the Bismarkian per¬ 
secutions maintained a warlike spirit amongst its members This 
spirit was so strong that the masses have not yet succeeded in 
understanding thoroughly that their leaders are anything but 
revolutionaries. 


'' Renan even wrote: ‘nie war of 1813 to 1815 is the only one of the century that 
had anything epic and elevated about it . .. [it] corresponded to a movement ol 
ideas and had a real intellectual significance. A man who had taken p« in tte 
(treat struggle told me that, awakened by the cannonade on the first night that tie 
passed with the volunteer troops collected in Silesia, he felt Hut he witn^ng 
an immense divine service’: <k meraU et de mtteui (Pans, Michd-L^. 

iSsqI. p. u6. Compare Manzoni’s ode entitled ‘Mm /&/’ and dedKated to the 
illustrious memory of Theodor Koerner, poet and soldier of G^an mdepra- 
dence Willed on the field of battle at Ldpzig, a name dear to »U those peoples 
who are struggling to defend and to reconquer their fatherland’. Our own wars 
of Liberty were also epic, but they did not pioduce a literature as good as the war 

“ ^mont has often denounced this State of mind of the fashionable teli^us 
world. 
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When Bernstein, who was too intelligent not to know what was 
the real spirit of his friends on the directing committee, announced 
that the grandiose hopes which had been raised must be given up, 
there was a moment of stupefaction; very few people understood 
that Bernstein’s declarations were courageous and honest actions, 
intended to make the language of socialism accord more with reality. 
If henceforth it was necessary to be content with the policy of social 
reform, it was also necessary to negotiate with the parliamentary 
parties and the government and to behave exactly as the bourgeoisie 
did; this appeared monstrous to men who had been brought up 
on theories of catastrophe. Many times the tricks of the bourgeois 
politicians had been denounced, their astuteness contrasted with the 
candour and the disinterestedness of the socialists, and the large 
element of expediency in their attitude of opposition pointed out. 
It could never be imagined that the disciples of Marx might follow 
in the footsteps of the liberals. With the new policy, no more heroic 
characters, no more sublimity, no more convictions! The Germans 
thought that the world was turned upside down. 

It is plain that Bernstein was absolutely right in not wanting to 
keep up a revolutionary semblance which was in contradiction with 
the real state of mind of the [socialist] party; he did not find in his 
own country the elements which existed in France and Italy; he saw 
no other way therefore of keeping socialism on a basis of reality 
than that of suppressing all that was deceptive in a revolutionary 
programme which the leaders no longer believed in. Kautsky, on 
the contrary, wanted lo preserve the veil that hid from the workers 
the real activity of the socialist party; in this way he achieved much 
success among the politicians, but more than anyone else he has 
helped to intensify the crisis of socialism in Germany, It is not 
by diluting the phrases of Marx in verbose commentaries that the 
revolutionarv idea can be kept intact; but by continually adapting 
the thought of Marx to facts which are capable of assuming a revol- 
utionaiy aspect. The general strike alone can produce this result 
today. 


One serious question must now be asked: ‘Why is it that in certain 
countries acts of violence can group themselves around the general 
strike and produce a socialist ideology capable of inspiring 
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sublimity; and why in others do they seem not to have that power?’ 
Here, national traditions play a great part; the examination of this 
problem would perhaps throw a strong light on the genesis of ideas; 
but we will not ded with it here. 
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I. Morality and religion. - Contempt of democracies for morality. - 
Ethical preoccupations of the n£a> school. 

II. Renan’s uneasiness about the future of the world. - His conjec¬ 
tures. - The need of the sublime. 

III. Nietzsche’s ethics. - The role of the family in the genesis of 
morality; Proudhon’s theory of morality. - The ethics of .Aristotle. 
IV ECautsky’s hypotheses. — Analogies between the spirit of the 
general strike and that of the wars of Liberty- - Fear inspired in 
the parliamentarians by this spirit. 

V. The worker employed in the factory of advanced production, the 
artist and the soldier in the wars of Liberty: desire to surpass pre¬ 
vious models; care for exactitude; abandonment of the idea of exact 
recompense. 


I 

Fifty years ago Proudhon pointed out the necessity of giving the 
people a morality that would fit new needs. The first chapter of the 
preliminary discourses placed at the beginning of De la justice dans 
la Revolution el dans I'Egiise is entitled: ‘The state of morals in the 
nineteenth century. Invasion of moral scepticism; society in danger. 
What is the remedy?’ There one reads these striking sentences: 
‘France has lost its morals. Not that, as a matter of fact, the men 
of our generation are worse than their fathers .. . When I say that 
France has lost its morals 1 mean something very different, that n 
has ceased to believe in her own principles. She no longer has either 
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moral intelligence or cDnsciencc, she has almost lost the idea of 
morals itself. As a result of continual criticism we have come to this 
sad conclusion: chat right and wrong, between which we formerly 
thought we were able to distinguish, are now vague and indetermi¬ 
nate conventional terms; that all these words, Right, Duty, Moral¬ 
ity, Virtue, etc., of which the pulpit and the school talk so much, 
serve to cover nothing hut pure hypotheses, vain utopias and unpro- 
vable prejudices; thus that social life, governed by some sort of 
human respect or by convention, is in reality arbitrary.” 

However, he did not think that contemporary society was mor¬ 
tally wounded; he believed that since the Revolution, humanity had 
acquired an idea of Justice which was sufficiently clear to enable it 
to triumph over temporary lapses; by this conception of the future 
he separated himself completely from what was to become the most 
fundamental idea of contemporary official soci^ism, which sneers 
at morality ‘This juridical faith ,. . this science of right and of 
duty, which we seek everywhere in vain, that the Church has never 
possessed, and without which it is impossible for us to live today, 1 
say that the Revolution has created all its principles; that these prin¬ 
ciples, unknown to us, rule and uphold us, but that, while at the 
bottom of our hearts affirming them, we shrink from them through 
prejudice, and it is this infidelity to ourselves that makes our moral 
poverty and servitude.’^ He maintains the possibility of bringing 
light to our minds, of presenting what he calls ‘the exegesis of the 
Revolution’; in order to do this, he examines history, showing how 
humanity has never ceased to strive towards Justice, how reiipon 
has been the cause of corruption and how ‘the French Revolution, 
by bringing about the predominance of the juridical principle [over 


' [Pierre-Joseph] Proudhon, £V 1“ Jnsuce dam U Revolution ei dam I'Eglae [Pans, 
Uaoix, 1868-70], I, p. 70- .,rv i,-V j • w 

^ IM p 74 By wn&M/faith Proudhon here means ample faith which dominate 

the family, contracts and political relations. The first is ‘the conception of mutual 
dignity [of husband and wife] which, raising them above the level of the senses, 
renders them more sacred to the other than dear, m^es their ferele com¬ 
munity a religion for them, sweeter than love itself ; - the second raising the 
mind above egotistical appetites, makes them more happy through respect for the 
riBht of another than thdr own fortune'; without the third, c«Bens, pvtng them¬ 
selves up to the attractions of individualism, could not, whatever they did, be 
anything other than a mere a^regate of incoherent and repulsive existences ttut 
the^t wind will disperse like dust’: Aid., pp. 71-3- I" ^e strict sense of the 
word, juridical faith would be the second of these three, 
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the religious principle], opens a new epoch, an entirely contrary 
order of things, the different elements of which it is now our task 
to determine’-^ - ‘Whatever may happen in the future to our worn- 
out race’, he says at the end of his discourse, ‘posterity will recog¬ 
nize that the third age of humanity has its start in the French Revol¬ 
ution; that an understanding of this new law has been given to some 
of us in all its fullness; that we have not been found completely 
wanting in the practice of it; and that to perish in this sublime 
beginning was, after all, not without grandeur. At that hour the 
Revolution defined itself: then it lived. The rest of the nation does 
not think at all. Will that part which lives and thinks be suppressed 
by the corpse?’* 


I said in the preceding chapter that the whole doctrine of Proudhon 
was subordinated to revolutionary enthusiasm and that this enthusi¬ 
asm has been extinct since the Church has ceased to be formidable; 
thus there is nothing astonishing in the fact that the undertaking 
that Proudhon considered so easy (the creation of a morality absol¬ 
utely free from all religious belief) seems very uncertain to many of 
our contemporaries. I find proof of this way of thinking in a speech 
by Combes delivered during a discussion of the budget of public 
worship on 26 January 1903; ‘At the present moment wc look upon 
the moral ideas taught by the Church as necessary ideas. For my 
part I find it difficult to accept the idea of a society composed of 
philosophers such as MfonsieurJ Allard,’ whose primary education 
would have sufficiently guaranteed them against the perils and trials 
of life.’ Combes is not the kind of man to have ideas of his own; he 
reproduced an opinion current in his circle. 


‘ The ’firs^wo epochs are those of paganism and of ChTisiianicy. Ibid., p 104. 

’ This deputy had made a very antiderical speech from which 1 quote this curious 
idea that ‘the Jewish religion was the most clerical of all religions, pwsessmg the 
most sectarian and narrowest type of clericalism'. A little before this he said: I 
myself am mi an anti-SemiK and only make one reproach to the Jews, that ol 
having poisoned Aryan thought, so elevated and broad, with Hebraic mono¬ 
theism.' He demanded the introduction of the history of religions into the cumeu- 
lum of the primary schools in order Co ruin the authority of the Church. According 
10 him the socialist party saw in ‘the intellectual emanapaiion of the masses the 
necessary prefece to the progress and social evolution of societies . Is it not rather 
die contran which Is true.' Does not ibis speech prove that there is an anti- 
Semitism in free-thinking circles quite as narrow and badly informed as that <jf 
the clericals? 
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This declaration created a great commotion in the Chamber; all 
the deputies who prided themselves on their knowledge of philos¬ 
ophy took part in the debate; as Combes had referred to the super¬ 
ficial and narrow instruction of our primary schools, F[erdinand] 
Buisson felt that, as the leading pedagogue of the Third Republic, 
he ought to protest: The education that wc give to the child of the 
people’, he said, 'is not a half education; it is the very flower and 
fruit of civilbation gathered during the centuries, from among many 
peoples, the religions and legal systems of all ages and from the 
whole of humanity.’ An abstract morality of this kind must be 
entirely devoid of efficacy; I remember having read, in a manual by 
Paul Bert,* that the fundamental principles of morality are based on 
the teachings of Zoroaster and the Constitution of the year III; these 
do not seem to me the kind of principles which would be powerful 
enough to influence a man’s conduct. 

It might be imagined that the University had arranged its present 
programme in the hope of imposing moral conduct on its pupils by 
means of the repetition of precepts; courses on morality are multi¬ 
plied to such an extent that cute might ask oneself if (with a slight 
difference) the well-known verse of Boileau’’ might not be applied: 

Do you like musk! It has been pul everywhere. 

I do not think that there are many people who share the naive 
ccmfidence of F[erdinandl Buisson and the members of the Univer¬ 
sity in this ethic. G[ustave] de Molinari,' exactly like Combes, 
believes that it is necessary to have recourse to religion, which 
promises men a reward in the other world and which is thus the 
insurer of justice ... It is religion which, in the infancy of 
humanity, raised the edifice of morality; it is religion which sup¬ 
ports it and which alone can support it. Such are the functions 
which religion filled and which it continues to fill and which, 
unpleasant as it may be to the apostles of independent morality. 


■ Paul Bert (1833-^16); professor of sociology at the Sorbonneand Gambetta s minis¬ 
ter of education; author of L'lvlnelion civi^ue d i'ecoU (l88j). 

" NicolisBofleau(i 636 -i 7 ii); poetand liienry critic. - e 

‘ Gustave de Molinari (1819-1^12); Belgian atholic social economist and editor of 
U Journal des ccmomisltt. He w as also one of the first to suggest the esubbshment 
of labour eachanges or du mva.r. Sorel wrote a lengthy review of this 

Molinari teal in Le Devenir soaal i PP 677-84- 
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constitute its usefulness.’* - ’We must look for help to a more 
powerful and more active instrument than the interests of society 
in order to effect those reforms demonstrated by political economy 
to be necessary, and this instrument can only be found in the 
religious sentiment associated with the sentiment of justice.’^ 
G[ustave] de Molinari expresses himself in intentionally vague 
terms; he seems to regard religion as do many modem Catholics (of 
the Brunetiere type); it is a social means of government, which must 
be suited to the needs of the different classes. People of the higher 
classes have always considered that they had less need of moral 
discipline than their subordinates, and it is by making this fine dis¬ 
covery the basis of their theology that the Jesuits have had so much 
success in the contemporary bourgeoisie. Our author distinguishes 
four motive forces capable of assuring the accomplishment of duty, 
‘the power of society invested in the governmental organism, the 
power of public opinion, the power of the individual conscience and 
the power of religion’; and he considers that this spiritual mechan¬ 
ism perceptibly lags behind the material mechanism.* The first two 
motive forces may have some influence on capitalists, but none in 
the workshop; for the worker, the last two motive forces are alone 
effective and they will become every day more imporunt on account 
of ‘the growth of responsibility in those who are charpd with the 
direction and surveillance of the working of machinery; but, 
according to G[ustave] de Molinari, we could not conceive the 
power of individual consdence without that of religion. 

I believe then that G[ustave] de Molinari would be inclined to 
approve of the employers who protect religious institutions; he 
would ask only, no doubt, that it be done with a little more circum¬ 
spection than Chagot used at .Montceau-lcs-Mines." 


For a long time the socialists have been greatly prejudiced against 
morality, on account of these Catholic institutions that the large 


‘ GluSUve] de Molinari, Science el rcligian (Paris, Guillaumin. i*94l. P- 94- 
’ IM., p. 198. 

* Ibid., p. 6t. 

’ lind., p. 54- 

” ft., in .8S) yi.«l Gni« "»“>■ ■‘".".""ri™ 

conduct of Chagot, who placed his workmen under rte P"*®® 

and forced them to go 10 Mass ({ia] Morale (Pans, Dom, 1883], P- '8J)- 
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employers established in their towns; it seemed to them that, in our 
capitalist society, morality was only a means of assuring the docility 
of the workers, who are kept in the fear created by superstition. The 
literature which the bourgeoisie have admired for so long describes 
conduct so outrageous, so scandalous even, that it is dilHcult to 
credit the rich classes with sincerity when they speak of inculcating 
morality in the people. 

The Marxists had a particular reason for showing themselves sus¬ 
picious in all that concerned ethics; the propagators of social 
reforms, the Utopians and the democrats had so abused the idea of 
Justice that it was only reasonable to consider all discussions on 
such a subject as an exercise in rhetoric or as sophistry intended to 
mislead those who were interested in the working-class movement. 
This is why, several years ago, Rosa Luxemburg^ called the idea of 
Justice ‘this old post horse, on which for centuries all the regener¬ 
ators of the world, deprived of surer means of historic locomotion, 
have ridden; this ui^inly Rosinante, mounted on which so many 
Quixotes of history have gone in search of the great reform of the 
world, bringing back from these journeys nothing but black eyes’. 
From these sarcasms about a fantastic Justice springing from the 
imagination of Utopians, one passed, often too easily, to a coarse 
facetiousness about the most ordinary morality; a rather sordid 
selection could easily be made of paradoxes supported by the official 
Marxists on this subject. Lafargue' distinguishes himself particu¬ 
larly from this point of view.” 

The principal reason that prevented the socialists from studying 
ethical problems as they deserved was the democratic superstition 
which has dominated them for so long and which has led them to 


[‘Dteiocratie industrielle et Democncie politique’,] Lt Mouvemeni sDcialisie [ii] 
(iK June 1899), p. 649. 

” For example, we read in 30 June 1901; ‘As,in a conuttun.St SMeQ 

the morilily wkiti (logs the ham of the cimhztd will have vanished like 4 fnghljut 
mgktmre, perhaps anoihet ethic will incite women to fimer about like buiierfitei. 
to use Ch. Fourier’s expression, instead of submitting to being the property of a 
male ... In savage and barbarous communist tribes, women are much moft hon¬ 
oured when they distribute their favours to a great number of lovers.’ 


^ Rosa Luxemburg (1870-1919); Cerman socialist and theoretician. 

' Paul Laftrgue (1*42-1911); idiosyncratic Marxist and author of Le Drotl d 
Parestt (1880). Sorel worked with Lafargue in the early 18908 on the review 
Oema loeisl, but became increasingly critical of his ideas. 


Ii 
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believe that, above everything else, the aim of their actions must be 
the conquest of seats in political assemblies. 

From the moment one has anything to do with elections, it is 
necessary to submit to certain general conditions which impose 
themselves unavoidably on all parties in every country and at all 
times. If one is convinced that the future of the world depends on 
an electoral programme, on compromises between influential people 
and on the sale of favours, it is not possible to pay much, attention 
to the moral constraints which prevent a man going in the direccton 
of his most obvious interests. Experience shows that in all the 
countries where democracy can develop its nature freely, the most 
scandalous corruption is displayed without anyone thinking it 
necessary to conceal his rascalit)'; Tammany Hall of New York has 
always been cited as the most perfect example of democratic life 
and in the majority of our large towns politicians are found who ask 
for nothing better than to follow the paths of their colleagues in 
America. So long as a man is faithful to his party he only commits 
trifling offences; but if he is unwise enough to abandon it, he is 
immediately discovered to have the most shameful vices: it would 
not be difBcult to show, by means of well-known examples, that 
our parliamentary socialists practise this singular morality with a 
certain amount of cynicism. 

Electoral democracy greatly resembles the world of the Stock 
Exchange; in both cases, it is necessary to work upon the simplicity 
of the masses, to buy the cooperation of the most important papers, 
and to assist chance by an infinity of trickery; there is not a great 
deal of difference between a financier who puts grand-sounding 
concerns on the market, which come to grief in a few years, and 
the politician who promises his fellow citi2ens an infinite number 
of reforms, which he does not know how to bring about'" md which 
resolve themselves simply into an accumulation of parliamentary 
papers. Neither one nor the other knows anything about production 
and yet they manage to obtain control over it, to misdirect it and 


'* On ii June 1907 Clemenceau, replying to Millerand, told him tot 'ii introducing 
the bill to establish old age pensions without concerning bimself where the mon^ 
was to come from, be had not acted as ‘a statesman nor even as a resporaibie 
person’. Millerand’s reply is entirely characteristic of to pnde of Ae pobtiial 
parvenu: ‘Do not talk about things that you know nothing about. Of what then 
does he himself speak! 
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to exploit it shamelessly; they are dazzled by the marvels of modem 
industry and they each imagine that the world is so rich that they 
can rob it on a large scale without causing any great outcry amongst 
the producers; to bleed the taxpayer without bringing him to the 
point of revolt, that is the whole art of the statesman and the great 
financier. Democrats and businessmen have a very special science 
for the purpose of making deliberative assemblies approve of their 
swindling; parliamentary regimes are as fixed as shareholders’ meet' 
ings. It is probably because of the profound psychological affinities 
resulting from these methods of operation that they both under¬ 
stand each other so perfectly: democracy is the paradise of which 
unscrupulous financiers dream. 

The disheartening spectacle presented to the world by these fin¬ 
ancial and political parasites'^ explains the success that anarchist 
writers have had for so long; the latter founded their hopes of the 
regeneration of the world on the intellectual progress of individuals; 
they never ceased uiging the workmen to educate themselves, to be 
more aware of their dignity as men and to show their devotion to 
their comrades. This attitude was imposed upon them by their 
guiding principle: how was the formation of a society of free men 
conceivable if it was not assumed that individuals had not already 
acquired the capacit)- of guiding themselves? Politicians assert that 
this is a very naive idea and that the world will enjoy all the happi¬ 
ness it can desire on the day when messengers of the new Gospel 
are able to profit from all the advantages that power procures; 
nothing will be impossible for a State which turns the editors of 
L’Humanite into princes. If at that time it is considered useful to 
have free men, they will be manufactured by a few good laws; but 
it is doubtful if the friends and business associates of Jaures will find 
that necessary; it will he sufficient for them if they have servants and 
taxpayers. 


I am pleased here to be able to support myself in the inconiesuble authority of 
Gferault-Richifd who, m La Pililt RipMiqut on ig March iqoj. denounced the 
intrituers, the careerists, the half-starved, and the ladies’ men [who] are 
the ministerial spoils’ and who at chat time were trying to bring alwut the fall o! 
the Combes ministry. We see ftom the following issue that he is speaking ol 
Waldeck-Rousseau’s friends who, like him, were opposed to the descniction ct 
the congregations. 
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The nea school is rapidly differentiating itself from official social¬ 
ism in recognizing the necessit)' of the improvement of morals;'^ it 
is thus fashionable amongst the dignitaries of parliamentary social¬ 
ism to accuse it of having anarchist tendencies; for my part, I have 
no difficulty in acknowledging myself as anarchist in this respect - 
since parliamentary socialism professes a contempt for morality 
equall^ only by that which the vilest representatives of the stock- 
broking bourgeoisie have for it. 

The n^ip school is also sometimes reproached with returning to 
the dreams of the Utopians; this criticism shows how much our 
adversaries misunderstand the works of the old socialists as well as 
the present situation. Formerly the aim was to construct a morality 
capable of influencing the feelings of society people in such a way 
as to make them sympathize with those who in pity were called the 
disinherited classes and of inducing them to make some sacrifice in 
favour of their unfortunate brethren- The writers of that time pic¬ 
tured the workshop in a very different light from that which it 
might have in a society of proletarians dedicated to progressive 
work; they imagined that it would resemble drawing-rooms in 
which ladies meet to do embroidery; they thus gave a bourgeois 
character to the mechanism of production. Finally, they credited 
the proletariat with feelings closely resembling those which the 
explorers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries attributed to 
savages - goodness, simplicity and the desire to imitate men of a 
superior race. With such hypotheses it was an easy matter to con¬ 
ceive of an organization of peace and happiness; it was only a matter 
of making the rich better and the poorer class more enlightened. 
'These two operations seemed easily realizable, and then the fusion 
of the drawing-room and the factory, which had turned the heads 
of so many Utopians, would be brought about.” It is not upon an 


This is what Benedetto Croce pointed out [in ‘Cristianesinw, socialismo e 
raethodo storico’J in U CruUa of July 1907. pp. 'Tg 

known in Italv as 1 remirbbly acute critic and philosopher. [This irticle was 
written bv after the publication of Sorel’s U Syume /luioruiut de Rena« 

and was later used as a preface to the Italian translation of Riflextons sur la vwkncj. 
Sarei corKsponded with Croce for over twenty years, the greater pare of ch.s 
correspondence being published in La Cnl.ca between 1927-50-1 
" I, H™., tandd b, RlobTfl Owe., 

sparse and of p-Hir qualiiy. but amusements were abundant, in .826 the duK 01 
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idyllic, Christian or bourgeois model that the neo’ school conceives 
things; it knows that the progress of production requires entirely 
different qualities from those met in society people; it is on account 
of the moral qualities which arc necessary to improve production 
that it is so concerned with ethical matters. 

It resembles, then, the economists much more than the Utopians; 
like G(ustave] de Molinari, it considers that the moral progress of 
the proletariat is as necessary as the material improvement of 
machinery if modern industry is to be lifted to the increasingly high 
levels that technical science allows it to attain; but it descends far¬ 
ther than this author does into the depths of the problem and does 
not content itself with vague recommendations about religious 
duty;'" in its insatiable desire for reality, it seeks to arrive at the real 
roots of this process of moral perfection and desires to know how 
to create today the ethic cf the producers of the future. 


II 


At the beginning of any enquiry on modern ethics this question 
must be asked: under what conditions is regeneration possible? The 
Marxists are absolutely right in laughing at the Utopians and in 
maintaining that morality is never created by mild preaching, by the 
ingenious constructions of theorists, or by fine gestures. Proudhon, 
having neglected this problem, suffered from many illusions about 
the persistence of forces that gave life to his ethics; experience was 
soon to prove that his enterprise was to remain fruitless. And if the 
contemporary world does not contain the roots of a new ethic, what 
will happen to it? The sighs of a whimpering bouigeoisie will not 
save it if it has for ever lost its morality. 

Very shortly before his death, Renan was much preoccupied with 
the ethical future of the world: ‘Moral values decline, that is a cer¬ 
tainty; sacrifice has almost disappeared; one can see the day coming 
when everything will be incorporated into groups,” when organized 


Saxt-Weimar vi-as dizM by the music and the balls (Efdouard] Dolltans. Robert 
Omer, [iz/i-iSsS. IndtviJualisme. philosophse. socuilisme (Pans, \lcan. 1907)], 

Gfuswe] de Molinari appears to believe that a natural religion like that of J[ean- 
Jacyges] Rousseau or Robespierre would suffice. We know today that such means 
have no moral efficacy. • . 

" It is clear that Renan had none of the vcueratiofi for the ctjrporansi spirit (hat so 
many contemporary idealists display. 
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selfishTiess will take the place of love and devotion . . . there will be 
strange upheavals. The two things that alone until now have resisted 
the decay of reverence, the army“ and the Church, will soon be 
swept away in the general torrent.'^' Renan showed a remarkable 
insight in writing this at the very moment when so many futile 
intellects were announcing the renaissance of idealism and foresee¬ 
ing progressive tendencies in a Church that was at last reconciled 
to the modem world. But through all his life Renan had been too 
favoured by fortune not to be optimistic; he believed, therefore, that 
the evil of the future would consist simply in the necessity of pass¬ 
ing through a bad period, and he added: ‘No matter, the resources 
of humanity are infinite. The eternal designs will be fulfilled, the 
springs of life ever forcing their way to the surface will never be 
dried up.' 

Several months before, he had finished the fifth volume of his 
Histoire iu peupU d’lsrael and this volume, having been printed from 
the unaltered manuscript, contains a more imperfect expression of 
his ideas on this subject; it is known that he corrected his proofs 
verv carefully. We find here the most gloomy forebodings; the 
author even questions whether humanity will ever attain its real 
end: ‘If this globe should happen not to fulfil its purpose, there will 
be others to carry on to its final end the programme of all life: light, 
reason, truth.The times to come frightened him: ‘The immediate 
future is dark. The triumph of light is not assured.’ He dreaded 
socialism and there is no doubt that by socialism he meant the 
humanitarian idiocy which he saw emerging in the world of the 
stupid bourgeoisie; it was in this way that he came to think that 
Catholicism might perhaps be the accomplice of socialism.^ 

On the same page he speaks of the divisions which can exist in 
a society, and this is of considerable importance: ‘Judea and the 
Qraeco^Roman world were like two universes revolving one beside 
the other under opposing influences ... The history of humanity 


He did not see that his son-in-law would afitate violently againsi the army in the 
Dreyfus affair. 

'' lEmestl Renan. Fmlles ietachees [Paris. Calmann-I^vy, 1*9^], ? 

“ [Emesv) Renan, Histoire du people d'lsrati [Pans, Calmaiin-I.4vy, 1889-93], v, 


p. *2t- 
/W., p.420. 
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by no means synchronizes in its various parts. Tremble! At this 
moment, perhaps, the religion of the future is being created ... and 
we have no part in it. I envy wise Kimri who saw beneath the earth! 
It is there that everything is being prepared, it is there that we must 
look.’ - There is in these words nothing of which the theorists of 
the class struggle could not approve; in them J find the commentary 
to what Renan said a little later on the subject of the ‘springs of life 
ever forcing their way to the surface’; regeneration is brought about 
by a class which works subterraneously and which separates itself 
from the modem world as Judaism separated itself from the ancient 
world. 

Whatever the official sociologists might think, the lower classes 
are by no means condemned to live on the crumbs which the upper 
classes let fall; it is good to see Renan protest against this imbecile 
doctrine. Syndicalism claims to create a truly proletarian ideology; 
and, whatever the professors of the bourgeoisie say of it, historical 
experience, as confirmed by' Renan, tells us that this is quite possible 
and that out of it may come the salvation of the world. It is truly 
underground that the syndicalist movement is being developed; the 
men who devote themselves to it do not make much noise in society; 
what a difference between them and the former leaders of democ¬ 
racy working solely for the conquest of power! 

These men were intoxicated by the hope that the chances of 
history might some day make them republican pninees.^* While wail¬ 
ing for the wheel of fortune to turn to their advantage in this way, 
they obtained the moral and material advantages that celebrity pro¬ 
cures for all virtuosi in a society which is accustomed to paying well 
those who amuse it. Many amongst them had their immeasurable 
pride as their chief motive force, and they fancied that, as their 
name was bound to shine with singular brilliancy in the annals of 
history, U\ey might buy that future glory by a few sacrifices. 

None of Aese motives for action exist for the syndicalists of today; 
the proletariat has none of the servile instincts of society; it does not 
aspire to walk on all fours behind a former comrade who has become 


The essence of democracy is concentrated in the phrase of Mme Floron: It is we 
who are the princesses.’ Denwcracy is happy when it sees a ndiculous ^ture 
such as Felbi Faure, whom Joseph Rdnach compared to the bmrgeffisientiliommt 
treated with princely honours {Hislotre de I'affairi Zlro/" IP*”*, Editions de la 
Revue Blanche, ipoi-d], IV, p. 552). 
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the chief magistrate or to swoon for joy before the fine clothes of min¬ 
isters’ wives ” The men who devote themselves to the revolutionary 
cause know that they must always live in conditions of great modesty. 
They pursue their work of organization without attracting attention, 
and the most insignificant hack who scribbles for L 'HumantU is much 
better known than the activists of the &)nfederation du Travail; for 
the great mass of the French public GrilTuelhes^ will never have the 
notoriety of Rouanet;* in the absence of material advantages, which 
they can hardly expect, they have not even the satisfaction that cel¬ 
ebrity can give. Putting their whole trust in the movements of the 
masses, they have no expectation of a Napoleonic glory and they leave 
the superstition of great men to the bourgeoisie. 

h is good that it is so, because the proletariat will be able to 
develop itself much more surely if it organizes itself in obscurity; 
socialist politicians do not like occupations which do not provide 
celebrity (and which consequently are not profitable); they are not 
therefore disposed to trouble themselves with the work of groups 
who wish to remain proletarian; they parade about on the parlia¬ 
mentary stage, but that as a rule does not have serious conse¬ 
quences. The men who truly participate in the working-class 


“ Parliamentary sodalism is very ke«a on jotKl manners, as we can assii« ourselves 
by consulting G^ult-Richatd’s numerous articles. I quote at random se^l 
examples. On i June 1903, he declared \nUPettU lUpMtvu that Qu^ 
of Seibia merited ‘a call to order’ for having listened to tliei>«a«h“'g 
Reverend Pastor CouW at AuberviUiers and Gteiult-Wchard demanded that she 
be admonished bv the police commissary of her district. On a6 Septanber, he is 
roused to indignarion by the coarseness and the i(^nmce of go^ infers eiluh- 
ited by Admiral Marechal. ScdaliBi protocol has its mysienes; the wives ol social¬ 
ist cilBens are sometimts called ‘hdits’ and sometimes ‘cimen^’; m the so^ty 
of the future there will evidently be disputes about the order of prrfeKnw as mere 
were at Versailles. - On 30 July 1903, Cassagnac makes great fun va LAmm ol 
his having been taken to task by Gireult-Richaid, who hid given him lessons in 
good manners. 

' Victor Griffiielhes (t s««tary of *e^IHfcWtion 

du Travail between 1902-9- Apprenticed as a cobbler, Gn^lhe rose w lead cIk 
leather workers’ union and then the CGT, His two ^phlets 
isK (1908) and Le Syniiealisne rivDJutiomiatre (1909) - pve * Jt^ account ot the 
principles of revolutionary syndicalism during its ‘heroic penod- 

' Gustave RouaneC (1855-1917); joumalisl and socialist polmcian, a cl^ associaB 
of Bench Malon. Rouanet coUabonted on U 
for U Cri h peufk, U PeliU Ripuhlique and L He W^n » 

object of Sort’s sewn since the 1890s, when the btter objected 10 Rooanets 
contention that Marxism was opposed to the ‘French genius . 
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movement of today are an example of what have always been 
regarded as the highest virtues; they cannot, indeed, acquire any of 
those things which the bourgeois world sees as especially desirable. 
If then, as Renan asserts,history rewards the resigned abnegation 
of men who strive uncomplainingly and who accomplish, without 
profit, a great work of history, we have a new reason for believing 
in the advent of socialism, since it represents the highest moral ideal 
ever conceived by man. It is not a new religion which is shaping 
itself underground, without the aid of bourgeois thinkers; it is ike 
birth of a virtue, a virtue that the Intellectuals of the bourgeoisie are 
incapable of understanding, a virtue which has the power to save 
civilization - as Renan hoped it would be saved - but only by the 
total elimination of the class to which Renan belonged. 


Let us now examine closely the reasons which made Renan dread a 
decadence of the bourgeoisie;” he was struck by the decay of religious 
ideas: ‘An immense moral, and perhaps intellectual, degeneracy will 
follow on the day of the disappearance of religion from the world. We 
can dispense with religion, because others have it for us. Those who 
do not believe are carried along by the more or less believing majority; 
but when the majority lose this impulse, the men of spirit will go 
feebly to the attack. ’ It is the absence of the sentiment of the sublime 
which Renan dreaded; like all old people in their days of sadness, he 
thought of his childhood and adds: ‘Man is of value in proportion to 
the religious sentiment which he preserves from his first education 
and which colours his whole life.’ He himself had lived all his life 
under the influence of the sentiment of sublimity inculcated in him 
by his mother; we know, in fact, that Madame Renan was a woman of 
lofty character. But the source of sublimity is drying up: ‘Religious 
people live in a shadow. We live in the shadow of a shadow. On mhat 
will thou who come after us liveT^ 

As was his custom, Renan tried to mitigate the gloom of the 
oudook which his perspicacity presented to him; he is like so many 


“ Renan, IV. p. 267. ^ 

" Renan pointed out one symptom of decadence, on which he did not insist enou^ 
and which does not seem to have particularly struck his readers; he was imut^ 
by the restlessness, the claims 10 originality, and the naive one-upmanship ol the 
young meuphysicians: ‘But. tny dear fellows, it is useless to give onCKlf so much 
headache, merely to charge from one error to another : FtutlUi ditackees,^. X. A 
restlessness of this kind (vi-hich puts on today a sociological, soaalisi or humani¬ 
tarian air) is a sure sign of anaemia. 
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French writers who, wishing to please a frivolous public, never dare 
to go to the bottom of the problems thar life raises;^’ he docs not 
wish to frighten his amiable lady admirers, he adds therefore that it 
is not necessary to have a religion burdened with dogmas, a religion 
analogous to Christianity; the religious sentiment should suffice, 
After Renin, there has been no lack of blabbermouths to entertain 
us about this vague religious sentiment which should suffice to 
replace the positive religions which are coming to grief. F[erdinand] 
Buisson informs us that ‘no religious doctrines will survive, but a 
religious emotion which, far from contradicting either science, art 
or morality, will steep them in a feeling of profound harmony with 
the life of the Universe’ .^” This, unless I delude myself, is complete 
pbberish. 

‘On what will those who come after us live?’ This is the great 
problem posed by Renan and which the bourgeoisie will never be 
able to solve. If any doubt is possible on this point, the stupidities 
uttered by the offiaal moralists would show that the decadence is 
henceforth fatal; it is not speculations on the harmony of the Uni¬ 
verse (even when the Universe is personified) that will give to men 
that courage which Renan compared with that of a soldier at the 
moment of attad. The sublime is dead in the bourgeoisie and it is 
doomed to possess no ethic in the future.^' The winding-up of the 
Dreyfus affair, which, to the great indignation of Giloncl Picquart,*^ 


” It is Brureuire who addressed this reproach to French literature; ‘If you wish to 
know why Radr* and MoUire, for example, never attained the dep4 we find m 
a Shakespeare oi a Goethe ... look towards a woman, and you will find that the 
defect is due to the influence of the salons and of women’ ([Ferdinand Brunetiire] 
Ewlulim des genres [dans Vhistone it la hlleralsirt], 3rd edn [Paris, Hacheue, 1898], 


“ OuestLs it morale (lectures given by several professors) in the Biblioihe^ des 
seiencfs sociaks [Paris, Alcan, 1900!, p. 328. [Sorel was one of the contributors to 
this volume; see ‘U Science et la morale’, pp. 1-25; ‘Les Facteun momux de 

I must call awnlioii to the extraordinary prudence shown by [Thi^ule] Rilwl 
Ii8tQ-ioi61 in his Psyekohgie its seitiimenu [Paris. Alcan, 1896} in d^mg with 
iheStion of morality; it might have been expected that, on ^ analogy of the 
other sentiments, he would have come to the conclusion that there ^ an evol¬ 
ution towards a purely intellectual state and to the disappearance of its effitacy; 
but he has not dared to draw this conclusion for morality as he did fiw 
“ 1 refer to an arttdc published in io Gazette * Umsmt, 1 

U Litre Parole gave a feirly long extract (cf Joseph Reinach, VI, p. 36)- 

Several months after I had written these lines Picquare was hmself the object ot 
exceptionally favourable treatment; he had been conquered by At 
Parisian life, which have ruined stronger men than he. [Georges Picquart (1854 
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the Dreyfusards knew how to put to great advantage, has shown 
that bourgeois sublimity is a Stock Exchange asset. All the intellec¬ 
tual and moral defects of a class tainted with folly showed them¬ 
selves in that affair. 


Ill 

Before examining what qualities the modem industrial system 
requires of free producers, we must analyse the component parts of 
morality. Philosophers always have a certain amount of difficulty 
in seeing clearly into these ethical problems, because they feel the 
impossibility of harmcmizing the ideas which are current at a given 
time in a class, and yet they imagine it to be their duty to reduce 
everything to a unity. In order to conceal from themselves the fun¬ 
damental heterogeneity of all this civilized morality, they have 
recourse to a great number of subterfuges, sometimes relegating to 
the rank of exceptions, importations or survivals, everything which 
embarrasses them, sometimes drowning reality in an ocean of vague 
phrases and, most often, employing both methods the better to con¬ 
fuse the question. I believe, on the contrary, that any group of ideas 
in the history of thought is best understood if all the contradictions are 
brought into sharp relief I shall adopt this method and take for a 
starting point the celebrated opposition which Nietzsche has estab¬ 
lished between two groups of moral values, an opposition about 


igi4) was one of the heroes of the Dreyfus afftir. As head of the Intelliyenoe 
service it was Picquact who was the first to discover the piilt of Esierhazy and 
thus to establish the innocence of Dreyfus. This earned him public disgrace and 
a posting overseas. In 1906, with the triumph of the Dreyfusard ause. he was 
appointed minister of war, a post he held until 1909. It is this that Sorel is refer¬ 
ring to when he speaks of Picquart being subject to ‘exceptional favours .) 


" Friedrich Nietzsche (i8+4-'90o)- only extend^ di^sion of 

Nietzsche’s ideas and is drawn entirely from On the Gmahiy oj mraluy. 
there ate onlv three other refermces to Nietzsche in SorelN entire work and thus 
there is gene^ agteonent that Sorel should not be placed amongst the numerous 
French Nietzscheans. Nietzsche, however, was very muci in vogue m tlw first 
decade of the twentieth century. Daniel Halevy, for example, published his^ 
dr Frideric m»ehe (1909). whilst Sorel's closest intellectual associate, Edouard 
Berth, made frequent reference to Nietzsche’s ideas, regarding him « an 
indispensable aid to the syndicalist movement in its attempts to ucrniKk the 
‘inte^alist’ philosophy. Significandy, Berth was 

Lagardelle’s Le Msuvemna soasiiste, the pnncipal mouthpiece of the seir school. 
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which much ha$ been written but which has never been properly 
studied, 

A. - We know with what force Nietzsche praised the values con¬ 
structed by the masters, by a superior class of warriors who, in their 
expeditions, enjoyii^ to the full freedom from all social constraint, 
return to the simplicity of mind of a wild beast, become once more 
triumphant monsters who continually bring to mind ‘the superb 
blond beast, prowling in search of prey and bloodshed’ in whom ‘a 
basis of hidden bestiality needs from time to time an outlet’. To 
understand this thesis properly, we must not attach too much 
importance to formulas which have at times been intentionally exag¬ 
gerated, but should examine the historical facts; the author tells us 
that he has in mind ‘the aristocracy of Rome, Arabia, Germany and 
Japan, the Homeric heroes, the Scandinavian Vikings’. 

It is chiefly the Homeric heroes that we must have in mind in 
order to understand what Nietzsche wished to make dear to his 
contemporaries. We must remember that he had been professor of 
Greek at the University of Basle and that his reputation began with 
a book devoted to the glorification of the Hellenic genius {L'Origine 
de la iragedie). He observes that, even at the period of their highest 
culture, the Greeks still preserved a memory of their former charac¬ 
ter as masters: ‘Our daring’, said Pericles, ‘has traced a path over 
earth and sea, raising everywhere imperishable monuments both of 
good and evil.’ It was of the heroes of Greek legend and history 
that Nietzsche was thinking when he speaks of ‘that audacity of 
noble races, that mad, absurd and spontaneous audadty . .. their 
indifference and contempt for all security of the body, for life, for 
comfort’. Does not ‘the terrible gaiety and the profound joy which 
(the heroes] tasted in destruction, in all the pleasures of victory and 
of cruelty’ apply particularly to Achilles?^’ 

It was certainly to the model of classical Greece that Nietzsche 
alluded when he writes: ‘The moral judgements of the warrior aris¬ 
tocracy are founded on a powerful bodily constitution, a flourishing 
health, without forgetting what is necessary to the maintenance of 


" Friedrich Nietzsche, [i^l Genealogie de la morale. French trms-[Paris, Mercure 
de France, rgoo], pp. 58-^. (See On the Genealogy of Moratuy (Cambndge, Cam- 
hridge University Press, 1^4), P- ^S l 
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that overflowing vigour: war, adventure, hunting, dancing, games 
and physical exercises and, in general, everything implied by a 
robust, free and joyful activity.’^* 

That very ancient figure, the Achaean ideal celebrated by Homer, 
is not simply a memory; it has reappeared several times in the 
■world. ‘During the Renaissance there was a superb reawakening of 
the classical ideal, of the aristocratic valuation of things’; and, after 
the Revolution, ‘the most prodigious and unexpected event came to 
pass; the antique ideal stood in person and with unwonted splendour 
before the eyes and the conscience of humanity ... [Then] appeared 
Napoleon, a unique and belated example though he was. 

I believe that if Nietzsche had not been so dominated by his 
memories of being a professor of philology, he would have perceived 
that the master type still exists under our owrr eyes, and that it is 
this type which, at the present time, creates the extraordinary great¬ 
ness of the United States; he would have been struck by the singular 
analogies that exist between the Yankee, ready for any kind of 
enterprise, and the ancient Greek sailor, sometimes a pirate, some¬ 
times a colonist or a merchant; above all, he would have established 
a parallel between the ancient heroes and the man who sets out to 
conquer the Far West.“ P[aul] de Rousiers has described the master 
type admirably; ‘To become and to remain an American, one must 
consider life as a struggle and not as a pleasure, and seek in it victori¬ 
ous effort, energetic and efficient action, rather than pleasure, than 
leisure embellished by the cultivation of the arts and the refinements 
proper to other societies. Everywhere ... we have seen what makes 
the American succeed, what constitutes his type ... it 
character, personal energy, energy in action, creative energy. The 
profound contempt which the Greek had for the barbarian is 
matched by that of the Yankee for the foreign worker who makes 


” 7W., p. 43. ISee On the Genedo/y of Morality, p. i8.| 

IM oT,.^&-So-[5ee On the Cneafogyo/Moraliiy,pp. }$-*>■] 

“ P[a«l] de Rousiers observes that everywhere m America ^ 

swial environment is found, the same type of rr^n at the head of big husil^, 
but 'it is in the West that the qualities and the defects of this extraordinary (wpk 
manifet themselves with the greatest energy, .. • 

Me soaal system <s to be foanS {La Vie americame: ranches, jermes. et »«««, 
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no effort to become truly Amerian. ‘Many of these people would 
be better if we took them in hand’, an old colonel of the War of 
Secession said to a French traveller, ‘but we are a proud nee’; a 
shopkeeper from Pottsville spoke of the Pennsylvania miners as ‘the 
senseless populace’.’* J[ean] Bourdeau has drawn attention to the 
strange likeness which exists between the ideas of A[ndrew] Carne¬ 
gie and [Theodore] Roosevelt and those of Nietzsche, the first 
deploring the waste of money in maintaining the incapable, the 
second urging the Americans to become conquerors, a race of 
prey.’’ 

I am not among those who consider Homer’s Achaen type, the 
indomitable hero, confident in his strength and putting himself 
above rules, as necessarily disappearing in the future. If this has 
often been believed, it is because the Homeric values were imagined 
to be irreconcilable with other values which spring from an entirely 
different principle; Nietzsche committed this error, which all riiose 
who believe in the necessity of unity in thought are bound to make. 
It is quite evident that liberty would be seriously compromised if 
men came to regard the Homeric values (which are approximately 
the same as the values of Corneille)' as suitable only to barbaric 
peoples. Many moral evils would prevent humanity from pro¬ 
gressing if some hero of revolt did not force the people to examine 
its conscience; and art, which is after all of sonae value, would lose 
the finest jewel in its crown. 

The philosophers are little disposed to admit the right of art to 
support the cult of the ‘will to power'; it seems to them that they 
ought to give lessons to artists, instead of receiving lessons from 
them; they believe that only those sentiments which have received 
the stamp of the universities have the right to manifest themselves 
in poetry. Art, like industry, has never adapted itself to the demands 


” DeRousiers, la Vie amCntant: rancMei. femes ei iss»tes,pp. }03~$. 

” Ifeanl Bourdeau, Les Maitres de la prnsee conlemporam [Pans, Alcan, I9^J, 
p 145 The author informs us on the other hand that ‘JauT^ greatly asmidied 
the p^ple of Geneva by revealing to them that the hero of Nietzsche, the sufer- 
mon, was nothing else but the ptoletariM’ (p. 139). I have not j^n able to “r 
mfomation about this lecture of Jaurfe; let us hope that he witt some day publish 
it, for our amusement. 

■ Pierre Corneille (1606-S4), one of the great dramatists of French classical theam 
In general, Corneille exalts the possibility of man nsmg above his tragic destiny, 
with his characters possessed of almost superhuman will and Strength. 
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of the theorists; it always upsets their jrfans of social harmony; 
humanity has found the freedom of art far too satisfying ever to 
think of allowing it to be controlled by the creators of dull systems 
of sociology. The Marxists are accustomed to seeing the ideologists 
look at things the wrong way round and so, in contrast to their 
enemies, they should look upon art as a reality which begets ideas 
and not as an application of ideas. 

B, - To the values created by the masters, Nietzsche opposes the 
system created by sacerdotal castes, the ascetic idea! against which 
he has piled up so much invective. The history of these values is 
much more obscure and complicated than that of the preceding 
ones; the German author tries to connect the origin of asceticism 
with psychological reasons that I will not examine here. He certainly 
makes a mistake in attributing a preponderant part to the Jews; it 
is not at all evident that antique Judaism had an ascetic character; 
doubtless, like the other Semitic religions, it attached importance 
to pilgrimages, fasts and prayers recited in ra^ed clothes; the 
Hebrew poets sang the hope of revenge that existed in the heart of 
the persecuted; but, until the second century of our era, the Jews 
looked to be revenged by arms;*® - on the other hand, with them 
family life was too strong for the monkish ideal ever to become 
important. 

As imbued with Christianity as our modem civilization may be, 
it is none the less evident that, even in the Middle Ages, it submit¬ 
ted to influences foreign to the Church, with the result that the old 
ascetic ideals were gradually transformed. The values to which the 
contemporary wwld clings most closely, and which it considers the 
true values of virtue^ are not realized in convents, but in die family; 
respect for the human person, sexual fidelity and devotion to the 
weak constitute the elements of morality of which all high-minded 
mai are proud; - indeed, very often morality is made to consist of 
these abne. 

When we examine in a critical spirit the numerous writings which 
today discuss marriage, we see that the serious reformers propose 
to improve family relations in such a way as to assure the better 


« It is always necessary to remember that the resigned Jew of the Middle Ages was 
more like the Christians than his ancestors. 
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realization of these ethical values; thus, they demand that the scan' 
dais of conjupl life shall not be exposed in the law courts, that 
unions shall not be maintained when fidelity no longer exists, and 
that the authority of the head of the family shall not be diverted 
from its moral purpose to become mere exploitation, etc. 

On the other hand, it is curious to observe to what extent the 
modern Church misunderstands the values that classico-Christian 
civilization has produced: it sees in marriage, above all, a contract 
directed by financial and worldly interests; it is extremely indulgent 
towards love affairs; it is unwilling to allow that the union be dis¬ 
solved when the household is a hell, and lakes no account of the 
obligation of devotion. The priests are wonderfully skilful in pro¬ 
curing rich dowries for impoverished nobles, so much so that the 
Church has been accused of considering marriage as a coupling of 
noblemen living as pimps with bourgeois women reduced to the role 
of prdstitutes. V>!htn it is heavily recompensed, the Church finds 
unexpected reasons for divorce and finds means of annulling incon¬ 
venient unions for ridiculous motives; ‘Is it possible’, asks Proudhon 
ironically, ‘for a responsible man of a serious turn of mind, a true 
aristian, to care for the love of his wife?... If the husband seeking 
divorce or the wife seeking separation, alleges the refusal of the 
debitum, then there is a legitimate reason for a rupture, for the 
vice for which the marriage is granted has not been carried out. 

Our civilization, having come to consider nearly all morality as 
consisting of values derived from those observed in the normally 
constituted family, produces from this two very senous mnse- 
Quences; i) it has been asked if, instead of considering the family 
as an application of moral theories, it would not be more «act to 
say that it is the base of these theories; z) it seems that the Church, 
having become incompetent on matters connected with sexual 
union, must also be incompetent as regards morality. Th^ are 
precisely the conclusions to which Proudhon came; ‘Sexual duality 
was created by Nature to be the instrument of Justice ... To pro¬ 
duce Justice is the higher aim of the bisexual division: generation, 
and what follows from it, only figure here as accessory. 


*■ PToodhon. [D. IV, p.99- We know .h« 

coriovs people to consult ecclesiastical wntings about tonjugo' ‘*'0' and ''S'' 
imale metb^ of fulfillitlg it 

*' Ibid; p. 2ii- 
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‘Marriage, both in principle and in purpose, being Ike very instru- 
ment of human light, the living negation of the divine right is thus 
in formal contradiction with theology and the Church.’*^ 

Love, by the enthusiasm it begets, can produce that sublimity 
without which there would be no effective morality. At the end of 
his book on Justice, Proudhon has written pages on the role of 
women which will never be surpassed. 


C. - Finally we have to examine the values which escape Nietzsche’s 
classification and which deal with civil relations. Originally, magic 
was much mixed up in the evaluation of these values; among the 
Jews, until recent times, one finds a mixture of hygienic principles, 
rules about sexual relationships, precepts about honesty, benevol¬ 
ence and national solidarity, the whole wrapped up in magical 
superstitions; this mixture, which seems strange to the philosopher, 
had the happiest influence on their morality as long as they main¬ 
tained their traditional way of life; and one notices among thenn 
even now a particular exactitude in the carrying out of contracts. 

The ideas held by modern moralists are drawn mainly from those 
of Greece in its time of decadence; Aristotle, living in a period of 
transition, combined ancient values with values that, as time went 
on, were to prevail; wars and production had ceased to occupy the 
attention of the most distinguished men of the towns, who sought 
to secure an easy existence for themselves; the most important thing 
was the establishment of friendly relations between the well brought 
up men of the community, and the fundamental maxim therefore 
was that of always remaining within a happy medium; the new mor¬ 
ality was to be acquired principally by means of the habits which 
the young Greek would pick up in mixing with cultivated people. 
It may be said that here we are on the level of an ethic adapted to 
consumers; it is not surprising then that Catholic theologians still 
find Aristotle’s ethics an excellent one, for they themselves take the 
consumer’s point of view. 

In the civilization of antiquity, the ethics of the producers could 
hardly be any other than that of slave-owners and it did not seem 


Proudhon. Omvrei IParis, Laaoix. 1868), XX, p. 169. Thh is exrracwd from the 
memoir he wote in his own itkmx before the Pans High Court after 
been condemned to tlwee yea« in prison for his book cm Justice. - It is worthwhile 
noting that Proudhon was accused of acucking marriage! Ti>a alfeir >s one ol the 
shameful acts which dishonoured the Church tn the reign of Napoleon 10. 
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worth developing at length at the time when philosophy made an 
inventory of Greek customs. Aristotle says that no sophisticated and 
far-reaching science was needed to employ slaves: ‘It consists only 
in knowing hoB> to order what the slaves must carry our. So, as soon 
as a man can save himself this trouble, he leaves it in charge of a 
steward, so as to be himself free for a political or philosophical 
life.’'“ A little farther on he writes: ‘It is manifest, then, that the 
master ought to be the source of excellence in the slave; bur not 
merely because he possesses the art which tram him in his duties.'*^ 
This clearly expresses the preoccupations of the urban consumer 
who finds it very tiresome to be obliged to pay any attention what¬ 
ever to the conditions of production.** 

As to the slave, he needs very limited virtues; ‘He needs 
only enough to prevent him from neglecting his work through 
intemperance or idleness.’ He should be treated with ‘more in¬ 
dulgence even than children’, although certain people consider 
that slaves are dejM'ivetl of reason and are only fit to receive 
orders.*’ 

It is quite easy to see that for a considerable period the moderns 
did not think that there was anything more to be said about the 
workers than Aristotle had said: they must be given orders; they 
should be corrected with gentleness like children; they ought to be 
treated like passive instruments who do not need to think. Revol- 


Aristotle, PoUtifue, bk i, chip. 11, aj. [.Wsiotle, ne Pohius, bk I, chap. VII.] 
Ibid., bk i.chap. V, ii. lAristoile, The Politics, hk I, chap. ™ J 
“ Xenophon, who represents in everything a conception of Greek life very much 
earliff than the time in which he lived, discusses the proper method of wining 
overseer for a fenn (OromemioB. isections] u-14)- [For a fuller discusSOT of 
Xenophon in Sorel’s uriiings, see Sorel, Le Prods de Socralc (Pans, Alcan, i»9)|. 
Man remarks that Xenophon speaks pf the division of labour in *e 
and that appears to him to show a bourgeois instinct {[U] Capit^[Pans, Librane 
du Progrbs, 1875], 1, P- >59. ‘ 1** <New York, OuleS H. 

1006I, p. walk 1 think that it chanctenzes an observer who understood 
t^mportance of production, an importance of which PUto ^ no comprehen¬ 
sion. In MeimaMia (book II, 7) Socrates advises 1 muzem. who 
a laree femily, to set up a worbhop with his family; Jlacques] Flach supi^ 
Aat this was something new {Lcfon du tqe fviil ipoy); « Sf*"* “> * 

return to mwe ancieni customs. The historians of philosophy appew to me 
have been very hostile to Xenophon because he is too much of aii M GreekjJiM 
suits them better since he is more of an arisUKrai and consequently more dctadied 
from production. Oacques Flach (1846-1019) held the P«* 

(aw. In addition to those of Bergson. Sorel regularly attended his lectures-] 

•’ Aristotle, [Politic], bk I, chap. V, 9 and n. 
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utionary syndicalism would be impossible if the world of the work¬ 
ers were under the influence of such a moraiily of the weak-, state 
socialisnn, on the contrary, could accommodate itself perfectly to 
this morality, since it is based on the idea of a society divided into 
a class of producers and a class of thinkers applying the results of 
scientific investigation to the work of fwoduction. The only differ¬ 
ence which would exist between this sham socialism and capitalism 
would consist in the employment of more ingenious methods of 
procuring discipline in the workshop. 

At the present moment, the official moralists of the Bloc are 
working to create a kind of ethical discipline which will replace the 
vague religion that G[ustave] de Molinari thinks necessary for the 
successful working of capitalism. It is very clear, in fact, that 
religion is daily losing its efficacy with the people; something else 
must be found, if the Intellectuals are to be provided with the means 
of continuing to live off the production of others. 

IV 

The problem which we shall now try to solve is the most difficult 
of all those which a socialist writer can touch upon; we are about 
to ask how it is possible to conceive of the transformation of the 
men of today into the free producers of tomorrow working in work¬ 
shops where there are no masters. The question must be expressed 
accurately; we pose it not for a world that has already arrived at 
socialism, but solely for our own time and for the preparation of 
the transition from one world to the other; if we do not limit the 
question in this way, we shall find ourselves straying into utopias. 

Kautsky has given a great deal of attention to the question of the 
conditions immediately following a social revolution; the solution 
he proposes seems to me to be quite as feeble as that of Gfustave] 
de Molinari. If the syndicats are strong enough to induce the worken 
of today to abandon their workshops and to submit to great sacri¬ 
fices during strikes kept up against the capitalists, they will doubt¬ 
less be strong enough to brir^ the workers back to the workshops 
and to obtain excellent work from them, when once they see that 
this work is necessary for the general good.** Kautsky, however, 
“ Kail Kautsky. La Revtluiion tociaU, French trans. (Paris. Riviere, 1901], p. 153- 
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does not seem to feel much confidence in the excellence of his 
solution. 

Evidently no comparison can be made between the kind of disci¬ 
pline which forces a general stoppage of work on workers and that 
which will induce them to handle machinery with greater skill. The 
error springs from the fact that Kauisky is more of an ideologue 
than he is a disciple of Marx; he loves to reason about abstractions 
and believes that he has brought a question nearer to solution when 
he manages to produce a phrase with a scientific appearance; the 
underlying reality interests him less than its academic presentation. 
Many others have committed the same error, led astray by the dif¬ 
ferent meanings of the word ‘discipline’, which may be applied both 
to regular conduct founded on the deepest feelings of the soul or to 
a merely external restraint. 

The history of ancient corporations furnishes us with no really 
useful information on the subject; they do not seem to have had any 
effect whatever in promoting any progressive movement; it would 
seem rather that they served to protect routine. If we examine English 
trade unionism closely, we find that it also is strongly imbued with 
this industrial routine springing from the corporative spirit. 

Nor can the example of democracy throw any light on the question. 
Work conducted democratically would be regulated by resolutions, 
inspected by police and subject to the sanction of tribunals dealing out 
penalties or imprisonment. Discipline would be an exterior constraint 
closely analogous to that which now exists in capitalist workshops; but 
it would probably be still more arbitrary because of the electoral cal¬ 
culations of the various committees. When one thinks of the peculiari¬ 
ties found in judgements in penal cases, one feels easily convinced that 
repression would be exercised in a very unsatisfactory manner. It 
seems to be generally agreed that light offences cannot be properly 
dealt with in law courts, when hampered by the rules of a strict legd 
system; the establishment of administrative councils to decide on the 
future of children has often been suggested; in Belgium, begging is 
subjea to an administrative arbitration which may be compared to the 
policing of morals; it is well known that this sort of policing, in spite 
of innumerable complaints, continues to be almost supreme in 
France It is very noticeable that administrative intervention m the 
case of important crimes is continually increasing, since the power of 
mitigating or even of suppressing penalties is being more and more 
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handed over to the heads of penal establishments; doctors and sociol- 
ofisis speak loudly in favour of this system, which tends to give the 
police as important a function as they had under the ctncien regime. 
Experience shows that the discipline of the capitalist workshops is 
greatly superior to that maintained by the police, so that it cannot be 
seen how it would be possible to improve capitalist discipline by 
means of the methods that democracy would have at its disposal.*’ 

I think, however, that there is ore good point in Kautsky’s 
hypothesis: he seems to have been aware that the motive force of 
the revolutionary movement must also be the motive force of the 
ethic of the producers; this is a view quite in conformity with Marx¬ 
ist principles, but the idea must be applied in quite a different way 
from that in which the German author applied it. It must not be 
thought that the action of the syndicat on work is direct, as he 
supposes; the influence will result from complex and distant causes. 

A satisfactory result can be arrived at by starting from the curious 
analogies that exist between the most remarkable qualities of the 
soldiers who took part in the wars of Liberty, those that engender 
the propaganda in favour of the general strike, and those that will 
be required of a free worker in a highly progressive state of society. 

I believe that these analogies constitute a new (and perhaps decisive) 
proof in favour of revolutionary syndicalism. 

In the wars of Liberty each soldier considered himself as an ib^j- 
vidual having something of importance to do in the battle, instead of 
looking upon himself as simply one part of the military mechanism 
entrusted to the supreme direction of a leader. In the literature of 
those times one is struck by the frequency with which the men 
of the republican armies are contrasted with the autenatons of the 
royal armies; this was no mere figure of rhetoric employed by the 
French writers; 1 have convinced myself, as a result of a thorough 
personal study of one of the wars of this period, that these terms 
correspemded perfectly to the actual sentiments of the soldier. 

Battles, therefore, could no longer be likened to games of chess 
in which each man is comparable to a pawn; they became collections 

** We might ask if the ideal of the relatively honest and enlightened tocKtats is 
not at the present moment the discipline of the capitalist workshop. The increase 
in the power given to the mayors and State goremots in Amenca seems to me to 
be a sign of this tendency. 
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of heroic exploits accomplished by individuals who drew the 
motives of their conduct from their enthusiasm. Revolutionary lit¬ 
erature is not entirely false when it reports so many grandiloquent 
phrases said to have been unered by the combatants; doubtless none 
of these words were spoken by the people to whom they are attri¬ 
buted; their form is due to men of letters used to manipulating 
classical declamation; but the content is real, in the sense that we 
have, thanks to the falsehoods of revolutionary rhetoric, a perfectly 
exact representation of the angle through which the combaunts 
looked on war, a true expression of the sentiments that it provoked 
and the very me of the truly Homeric conflicts which took place at 
the time. I do not think that any of the actors in these dramas ever 
protested against the words attributed to them; that is because each 
rediscovered his own intimate soul beneath the fantastic detail.*® 

Until the moment when Napoleon appeared, the war had none of 
the scientific chaiacter which later theorists of strategy have some¬ 
times believed should be attributed to it; misled by the analogy which 
they discovered between the triumphs of the revolutionary armies and 
those of the Napoleonic armies, historians imagined that the generals 
prior to Napoleon had made great plans of campaign; such plans never 
existed or had but very little influence on the course of operations. 
The best officers of that time fully realized that their talent consisted 
in furnishing their troops with the material means of expressing their 
enthusiasm; victory was assured each time that the soldiers could give 
free rein to all their spirit, unfettered by the poor administration of 
supplies or by the stupidity of the representatives of the people look¬ 
ing upon themselves as strategists. On the field of battle, those in 
charge gave an example of the most audacious courage and were 
merely the first combaunts, like true Homeric kings; it is this which, 
amongst the young troops, explains the enormous prestige immedi¬ 
ately gained by so many non-commissioned officers of the ancien 
regime who were borne to the highest rank by the unanimous accla¬ 
mations of the soldiers at the outset of the war. 

If we wished to find, in these first armies, what it was that took 
the place of the later idea of discipline, we might say that the soldier 
was convinced that the slightest failure of the most lowly soldier 


“ This historv has also teen burdened by a great number of adventures whiA have 
l)een fabricated by imitating real adventures and which have to obvwus likeness 
10 those whkh later on were rendered popular by Les mu mus^ieires. 
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might compromise the success of the whole and the life of all his 
comrades - and that the soldier acted accordingly, This presupposes 
that no account is taken of the relative values of the different factors 
that go to make up victory, so that ail things are considered from a 
qmUlative and individualistic point of view. One is, indeed, struck 
by the individualistic characters which are met m these armies and 
one finds nothing which resembles the obedience spoken of by our 
contemporary authors. There is therefore sonne truth in saying that 
the incredible French victories were due to intelligent bayonets.^' 
The same spirit is found in the working-class groups who are 
enthusiastic about the general strike; these groups, in fact, picture 
the revolution as an immense uprising which can again be defined 
as individualistic: each one marching with as much fervour as pos¬ 
sible, each acting on his own account, and hardly troubling to sub¬ 
ordinate his conduct to a carefully drawn up overall plan. This 
character of the proletarian general strike has often been pointed 
out and it has the effect of frightening the greedy politicians who 
understand perfectly well that a revolution of this kind would do 
away with all their chances of seizing the government. 

Jaures, whom nobody would dream of classing with any but the 
nnost circumspect of men, has clearly recognized the danger that 
threatens him; he accuses the supporters of the general strike of 
fragmenting life and thus going against the revolution.” This non¬ 
sense should be translated thus: the revolutionary syndicalists wish 
to extol the individuality of the life of the producer; they therefore 
go against the interests of the politicians, who want to direct the 

In a pamphlet that caused some uproar, General Donop denounced the ridiculous 
effects of cortemporary discipline, which gives officets ‘habits of servility , like 
Bugtaud and Dn^iroff, he would like every participant in the battle id know 
the plan of his leaders in detail; he finds it absurd that ‘acts of war are frowned 
on and proscribed, since they call into play and put to the l^t the noblest faculties 
of man, under the most difficult and the most tragic of circumstances, thought, 
the human soul, in the fullness of all the power that God, the God of armies, has 
given to them for the defnice and Tot the triumph of noble causes’; Cmmandmeni 
el obriaance [Paris, Nouvelk librairie nationale, 1907], pp. 14-19 and p. 37. [Sorel 
reviewed this text in Le Motcvrmeni socialiue 188 [July 1907), pp.92-3, com¬ 
menting that ‘the pamphlet has been written above all to defend ihe ofBcen who 
have been pursued through the application of political-eceksiastical laws.] This 
general was one of the most eminent leaders of our cavalry; *is branch of the 
army seems to have preserved a amception of war much superior to those which 
remain in the other branches. 

" Qeati] Jaures, fnutejwriatow [Paris, Ollendarf, 1903], pp. iiy-’s- 
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revolution in such a way as to transmit power to a new' minority; 
they undermine the foundations of the State. We entirely agree with 
all of this; and it is precisely this character (which so tenifies the 
parliamentar)' socialists, financiers and theorists) which gives such 
extraordinary moral weight to the notion of the general strike. 

The adherents of the general strike are accused of anarchical 
tendencies; and, indeed, it has been observed that anarchists have 
entered the syndicals in significant numbers during the last few years 
and that they have worked hard to develop tendencies favourable to 
the general strike. 

This movement becomes understandable when we bear in mind 
the preceding explanations; for the general strike, like the wars of Lib¬ 
erty, is the most striking manifestation of individmlistic force in the 
rebellious masses. It seems to me, in addition, that the official socialists 
would do well not to insist too much on this point, because they run 
the risk of inspiring reflections that would not be to their advantage. 
We might, in fact, be led to ask if our official socialists, with their pas¬ 
sion for discipline and their infinite confidence in the genius of their 
leaders, are not the authentic heirs to the royal armies while the 
anarchists and the adherents of the general strike represent today the 
spirit of the revolutionary armies who, against all the rules of the art 
of war, so thoroughly thrashed the fine armies of the coalition. 1 can 
understand that the socialists endorsed, controlled and duly patented 
by the administrators of L 'Humanite, have not much sympathy for the 
heroes of Flcurus,' who were very badly dressed and who would have 
cut sorry figures in the drawing-rooms of the great financiers; but not 
everybody adapts his convictions to suit the convenience of the busi¬ 
ness partners of J auris. 


V 


We are now going to try to point out the analogies that will show 
how revolutionary syndicaUsm is the great educative force that con¬ 
temporary society has at its disposal for preparing the work of the 


future. 

i From 1792 Miwaids. the French were obliged co ^enake a 
nfrhe armed force, producing an army of over 3,169,000 men by September 1-^4. 

on *6 June lyi w- major fruit of reor^n^^-^ 
opening the way for a renewed invasion of Belgium and putnng an end to the 
threat of invasion by Austria. 
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A. - The free producer in a highly progressive workshop must 
never measure his efforts by an external standard; he finds all the 
models presented to him to be mediocre and wants to surpass every' 
thing that has been done before him. Production is thus assured 
of constant improvement in both quality and quantity; the idea of 
indefinite progress is realized in such a workshop. 

The early socialists had had an intuition of this law when they 
asked that each should produce according to his abilities; but they 
did not know how to explain this principle which, in their utopias, 
seemed made more for a convent or for a family than for a modern 
society. Sometimes, however, they pictured the men of their utopias 
as possessed by a fervour similar to that which we find in the lives 
of certain great artists: this last point of view is not unimportant, 
although the early socialists hardly understood the value of this 
comparison. 

Every time that we approach a question relatii^ to industrial 
progress we are led to regard art as an anticipation of the highest 
form of production - even though the artist, with his capriaous 
character, often seems to be the very opposite of the modem 
worker,” This analogy is justified by the fact that the artist does 
not like to reproduce standard models, the infinite nature of his nrill 
distinguishes him from the ordinary artisan, who is mainly success¬ 
ful in the unending reproduction of models which are not his own. 
The inventor is an artist who exhausts himself in pursuit of the 
realization of ends that ordinary people generally regard as absurd 
and who, if he has made an important discovery, is often thought 
to be mad; - practical people resemble artisans. In every industry 
one could cite significant advances which originated in small 
changes made by workers endowed with the artist’s taste for 
innovation. 


■' When we speak of the educative value of art, we often forget that the paiicms of 
behaviour of modern artists, founded on an imitation of those of a pvial anstoc 
racy are in no way necessary and are derived from a tradition which h« 
fatal to many fire talents. - Ufargue appears to beJieve that a Parisian leweller 
might find it necessary to dress elegantly, « 


mieni nnu ii .lectss*., ,v - -Jt oysters and to run after women 

m Ler *to keep up the artistic quality of his work’: [‘La theorie de la plus-valeur 
de Karl Man et la critique de M, Pari Leroy-BeauUeu’,] yourmi fls econmuui 
f27l (September 1884). p. 3^6. He gives no reasons to support this paradox; «<■ 
mi^t, moreover, point out that Marx’s so 
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This scate of mind is, moreover, exactly that which was found in 
the first armies that fought in the wars of Liberty and that which is 
possessed by the propagandists of the general strike. This passionate 
individualism is totally lacking in the working classes who have been 
educated by politicians; all they are fit for is to change their masters. 
These bad shepherdf sincerely hope that it will be so; and the people 
of the Stock Exchange would not provide them with money if they 
were not convinced that parliamentary socialism is quite compatible 
with financial robbery. 


B. - Modern industry is characterized by an ever-increasing con¬ 
cern for exactitude; to the extent that tools become more scientific 
it is demanded that the product will have fewer hidden faults and 
that its quality shall be as good in use as in appearance. 

If Germany has not yet taken the place in the economic world 
which the mineral resources of its soil, the energy of its manufac¬ 
turers and the technological expertise of its technicians ought to 
give it, it is because for a long time its producers believed that it 
was smart to flood the matket with cheap goods; although Gentian 
production has greatly improved during the last few years, it is not 
yet held in very high esteem. 

Here again it is possible to draw a comparison between highly 
perfected industry and art. There have been periods when the 
public appreciated above all the tricks by which the artist created 
an illusion; but these methods have never been accepted in the great 
schools and they are universally condemned by authors who are 
accepted as authorities in questions of aesthetics.^* 

This integrity, which now seems to us as necessary in industry 
as in art, was hardly suspected by the Utopians;^ Fourier,' at the 


” S«e the chapter in [lohnlRuskin’s Lri Sept Umpet de / (Pans. 

d’iditioii artistique, iqoo]. entitled ‘Lampe de vente’. [TAr Seven Lamps ofArchi 
mure (London, Smith Elder & Co.. 1849}. 'Th' '""P ’ PP' ^ 

“ It must not be forgotten that there are two ways of discussing arc; Nietzsche 
Kant for having, ‘like all the philosophers, medicated on art and me 
folas a special instead of looking at the aesthetic problem from Ae [wnt of new 
of the artist, the motor': [La Geneahgie de la mraU,] p. 178- [See On rtf Lm 
eahgy ofMorolily, p. 78.] In the time of the Utopians, aesthet.es was nothing but 
‘ This is a reference to a play by Octave htirbeau {i848-!9t7)' mauvaues ietgers, 
first perfonned on !4 December 1898. , r , j. 

' ChX Fournier (177*-! 837); «<ipi«> socialist and atithw of Le Nouveau mode 
indnsirielel locieJfliw(iSiQ-JO)- 
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beginning of the new era, believed that fraud in the quality of mer¬ 
chandise was a characteristic trait of the relations between civilized 
people; he turned his back on progress and showed himself to be 
incapable of understanding the world which was being formed 
around him; like nearly all professional prophets, this would-be 
oracle confused the future with the past. Marx, on the contrary, 
said ±at ‘deception in merchandise in the capitalist system of pro¬ 
duction is unjust’ because it no longer corresponds to the modern 
system of business.** 

The soldier of the wars of Liberty attached an almost super¬ 
stitious importance to the carrying out of the smallest order As a 
result, he felt no pity for the generals or the officers whom he saw 
guillotined after a defeat on the charge of the dereliction of duty; 
he did not look at these events as a historian would judge them 
today; he had no means of knowing if the condemned had commit¬ 
ted an act of treason. In his eyes, failure could only be explained 
by some grave error on the part of his leaders. The high sense of 
responsibility that the soldier had towards his own duty, and the 
excessive integrity he brought to the execution of the least order, 
made him approve of the rigorous measures taken against men who 
seemed to him to have brought about the defeat of the army and 
caused it to lose the fruit of so much heroism. 

It is not difficult to see that the same spirit is met with during 
strikes; the defeated workers are convinced that their lack of success 
is due to the base conduct of a few comrades who have not done all 
that might be expected of them; numerous accusations of treason 
are brought forward because, for the vanquished masses, treason 
alone can explain the defeat of heroic troops; the sentiment, felt by 
all, of the integrity that must be brought to the accomplishment of 
responsibilities will therefore be accompanied by many acts of viol¬ 
ence. 1 do not think that the authors who have written or the events 
that follow strikes have sufficiently reflected on the analogy which 
exists between strikes and the wars of I-iberty and, consequently, 
between these acts of violence and the executions of generals 
accused of treason.*^ 


the gossip of amateurs, who were delighted with the cleverness with which the 
artist had been able to deceive the public. 

** Marx Li Capital, French trans, III, first part, p. 375. 

” Pfaul] BureaS has devoted a chapter of his booli on ^ Comal de 

K >902] to an explanation of the reasons which luspfy the boycotting of 
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C. - There would never have been any great aas of valour in war 
if each soldier, while acting as an heroic individual, claimed to 
receive a reward equal to his merit. When a column sets forth on 
an assault the naen who march at its head know that they are sent 
to their death and that glory will fall upon those who, passing over 
their dead bodies, enter the enemy’s position; however, they do not 
reflect upon this great injustice but march forward. 

When in an army the need for rewards is strongly felt, it may be 
said that its value is on the decline. Officers who served in the 
campaigns of the Revolution and of the Empire, but who only 
served under the direct orders of Napoleon in the last years of their 
career, were amazed at the fuss made about feats of arms which, at 
the time of their youth, would have passed unnoticed: ‘I have been 
overwhelmed with praise’, said General Duhesne, ‘for things which 
would not have been noticed in the army of Sambre-et-Meuse.’’* 
The showing off was carried by Murat™ to a grotesque level, and 
historians have not taken enough notice of the responsibility of 
Napoleon for this degeneracy of the true martial spirit. The great 
enthusiasm which had been the cause of so many marvellous deeds 
on the part of the men of 1794 was entirely foreign to him; he 
believed that it belonged to him to measure all abilities and to give 
to each a reward exactly proportionate to what he had accomplished, 
this was the Saint-Simonian principle already coming into practice”'' 
and every officer was encouraged to push himself forward. Charla¬ 
tanism exhausted the moral forces of the nation whilst its material 
forces were still very considerable; Napoleon formed very few 


workeis who did not follow their comrades in a strike; he thinks that 
merit their treatment because they are manifestly of inferior worth, both pro- 
fessionally and morally. This seems 10 me to be veay itiadequaie as an o' 

the reasons which, in the eyes of the working masses, explain these acts ol viol¬ 
ence. The author takes up a fir too iniellectualist point of year 
“ [Gabriel] Laffaille, Menoires sur les empapus di Caiahgnedt 180S a 1814, Ifans, 
Anselin et Pochard, 1826I, p. , 

” The charlatanism of the Saint-Simonians was as disgusting as that ot Murat 
moreover, the history of this school is uniotelUgiblt if we do not compare tt witn 
its Napoleonic models. 

- I. „„ ,h. .f m.r.h.11 » ...M./ y' 

Napoleon in 1804, when eighteen maredaux were created. One ot cb«e 
Iciachim Murat (npi-i&ij)- A brilliant soldier who was promoted to pnera! 
Ltartefield of Atoukir in t799> subsequently mamed Napolj ' 

Itne, was created a prince m 1805 and then kmg of Naples tn 1808. He was sut^ 
sequenlly shot by royalists in 1815 
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distinguished general officers and carried on the war principally 
with those that the Revolution had left him; this impotence is the 
most absolute condemnation of the system.^ 

The poverty of the information that we possess about the great 
Gothic artists has often been pointed out. Among the stone-carvers 
who sculptured the statues in the cathedrals there were men of great 
talent who seem always to have remained hidden amongst the mass of 
their companions; nevertheless they produced masterpieces; Viollet- 
le-Duc" found it strange that the archives of Notre-Dame had pre¬ 
served for us no deuiled information about the construction of this 
gigantic public building and that, as a general rule, the documents of 
the Middle Ages say very little about the architects; he adds that 
‘genius can develop itself in obscurity and that it is its very nature to 
seek silence and obscurity’.^’ We might even go further and ask our¬ 
selves whether their contemporaries suspected that these artists of 
genius were erecting buildings of an imperishable glory; it seems very 
probable to me that the cathedrals were only admired by the artists. 

This striving towards excellence, which exists in the absence of 
any personal, immediate or proportional reward, constitutes the 
secret virtue that assures the continued progress of the world. What 
would become of modem industry if inventors could only be found 
for those things which would procure them an almost certain 
remuneration? The occupation of inventor is the most miserable of 
all and yet there is no lack of them. How many times in workshops 
have little modifications introduced by ingenious workers into their 


“ General Donop insists strongly on the deficiency of Napoleon’s lieutenants who 
passively obeyed instructions that they did not try to understand and whoK 
execution was minutely overlooked by the master [[CommaruUmenl el obeissancc\, 
pp. and 32-3). 1" sud* a" irmy all merit was iheoretiolly equalized and 
constituted standards of recompense; but in practice errors of evaluation were 


innumerable, , r 

[Eugene-Emmanuei] Viollei-le-Duc, Diciionnaire reisomi de I urchilectureJraHfOM 
[Paris, Bance, i«54-b81, IV, pp. 42-3. This is not in concradiction with what he 
savs in the article ‘Architect’; here we learn that the builders often inscribed their 
nines in the cathedrals (I, pp. 109-f); from that « has lo> concluded that 
these works were noi anonymous (L[ouis] Brehier. Ui Eglues golAifBft [Pans, 
Bloud 1905} p 17); but what meaning did these inscriptions have lor the people 
of the’town? They could only be of interest 10 artists who came later on to work 
on the same edifice and who were familiar with the traditions of the schools. 


Eugrne-Emmanuel Vbllet-le-Duc (1814-79)1 architect and restorer of medieval 
buildings, and especially of Notre-Dame. 
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work become, by accumulation, fundamental improvements, with¬ 
out the innovators ever getting any permanent and appreciable ben¬ 
efit for their ingenuity? And has not even simple piece-work 
brought about a gradual but uninterrupted progress in production 
which, after having temporarily improved the position of a few wor¬ 
kers and especially that of their employers, has proved finally of 
benefit to the Consumer? 

Renan asked what it was that moved the heroes of the great wars; 
‘The soldier of Mapoleon was well aware that he would always be a 
poor man; but he felt that the epic in which he participated would 
be eternal, chat be would live on in the glory of France.’ The Greeks 
had foi^ht for glory; the Russians and the Turks seek death because 
they expect a chimerical paradise. ‘One does not become a soldier 
through promises of temporal rewards. He must have immortality. 
For want of paradise, there is glory which is itself a kind of 
immortality.’^ 

Economic progress has implications far beyond us as individuals 
and profits future generations more than chose who create it; but 
does it give glory? Is there an economic epic capable of stimulating 
the enthusiasm of the workers? The inspiration of immortality, 
which Renan considered to be so powerful, is obviously without 
force here because we have never seen artists produce masterpieces 
under the influence of the idea that their work would secure them 
a place in paradise (as the Turks seek death that they may enjoy 
the happiness promised by Mahomet). The workers are not entirely 
mistaken when they look upon religion as a bourgeois luxury since, 
in truth, religion does not have the resources to improve machines 
and to provide the means of working more rapidly. 

The question must be posed differently from the way m which 
Renan put it; we need to know if there exist, in the world of the 
producers, forces of enthusiasm capable of combining with the 
ethics of good work in such a way that, in our days of crisis, this 
ethic may acquire all the authority necessary to lead society along 
the path of economic progress. 

We must bo careful that the keen sentiment that we have of the 
necessity of such a morality and our ardent desire to see it realized 

“ Renan, Htsmrt du ptupk d'Uratl, IV, p 191 Renanyeems lo me to have identified 

too easily glory and immonaliiy; he was a victim of figures of speech. 
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docs not induce us to mistake phantoms for forces capable of 
moving the world. The abundant idyllic literature of the professors 
of rhetoric is evidently a total conceit. Equally vain are the efforts 
attempted by so many scholars to find institutions of the past that 
can be imitated and which might serve as means of disciplining 
their contemporaries; imitation has never produced much of worth 
and has often bred disappointment. How absurd then is the idea of 
borrowing from some previous social structure a suitable means for 
controlling a system of production whose principal characteristic is 
that every day it must become more and more opposed to all pre¬ 
ceding economic systems? Is there then nothing to hope for? 

Morality is not doomed to perish because the motive forces 
behind it will change; it is not condemned to become a simple col¬ 
lection of maxims as long as it can ally itself with an enthusi^tn 
capable of overcoming all the obstacles posed by routine, prejudices 
and the need for immediate pleasures. But it is certain that this 
sovereign force will not be found by following the paths along which 
contemporary philosophers, experts in social science and the inven¬ 
tors of far-reaching reforms would make us go. There is today only 
one force which can produce the enthusiasm without whose cooper¬ 
ation no morality is possible, and that is the force resulting from 
propaganda in favour of the general strike. 

The preceding explanations have shown that the idea of the gen¬ 
eral strike, constantly rejuvenated by the sentiments provoked by 
proletarian violence, produces an entirely epic sutc of mind and, at 
the same time, bends all the energies of the mind towards the con¬ 
ditions d\at allow the realization of a fredy functitming and pro¬ 
digiously progressive workshop; we have thus recognized that there 
is a strong relationship between the sentiments aroused by the gen¬ 
eral strike and those which are necessary to bring about a continued 
progress in production. We have then the right to maintain that the 
modem world possesses the essential motivating power which can 
ensure d\e existence of the morality of the producers. 

I shall stop here, because it seems to me that 1 have accomplished 
the task that I imposed upon myself; I have, in fact, established that 
proletarian violence has an entirely different historical significance 
from that attributed to it by superficial ffiinkcrs and by politicians; 
in the total ruin of institutions and of morals there remains some¬ 
thing which is powerful, new and intact, and it is this, properly 
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speaking, which constitutes the soul of the revolutionary proletariat; 
nor will this be swept away in the general decline of moral values 
if the workers have enough energy to bar the road to the bourgeois 
corrupters by responding to their advances with the plainest 
brutality. 

I believe that I have made an important contribution to dis¬ 
cussions on socialism; henceforth these discussions must deal with 
the conditions which allow the development of specihcatly prolet¬ 
arian forces, that is to say, with violence enlightened by the idea of the 
general strike. All the old abstract dissertations on the socialist 
system of the future become useless; we pass to the domain of real 
history, to the interpretation of facts, to the ethical evaluations of 
the revolutionary movement. 

The connection, which I pointed out at the beginning of this 
enquiry, between socialism and proletarian violence, now appears 
to us in all its force. It is to violence that socialism owes those high 
ethical ideals by means of which it brings salvation to the modern 
world. 




Appendix I: Unity and multiplicity 

I. Biolo^cal images which foster the idea of unity; their origin. 

II. Ancient unity and its exceptions. - Christian mysticism. - The 
rights of man; their consequences and their criticism. - Utility of 
the conception of akistoric man. 

III. The ecclesiastical monarchy. - Harmony of powers. - Abandon¬ 
ment of the theory of harmony; idea of absoluteness better under¬ 
stood today. 

IV. Current preference of Catholics for accommodation. - Indiffer¬ 
ence of the State. - Current conflicts. 

V. Contemporary experiments provided by the Church; parliamen- 
tarianism; the selection of fighting groups; multiplicity of forms. 


I 

This new edition of Refiections on Violence is a republkation of the 
one that appeared in 1908; I have thought it necessary to add this 
chapter in order to show how misuken are those people who believe 
that they raise an irrefutable argument against the doctrines based 
upon the class straggle by saying that, according to the evidence of 
common sense, the notion of society is completely permeated with 
the idea of unity. 

That in many circumstances, and especially in those which are 
most related to acting on the everyday constructions of the mind 
which we attribute to common sense, the unity of society must be 
taken into very serious consideration is something that no reason¬ 
able person will dream of disputing. One may say, in effect, that 
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social unity presses upon us from all sides, as it were, in the ordi^ 
nary course of life; because we feel, almost all the time, the force of 
the effects of a hierarchical authority which imposes uniform rules 
upon the citi2ens of the same country. It must not be forgotten, on 
the other hand, that if common sense is perfectly adapted to the 
conditions of ordinary relations it almost always ignores the most 
serious events in life, those in which the value of profound inten¬ 
tions reveal themselves; it must not therefore be regarded as certain 
that the idea of unity imposes itself upon every social philosophy. 

Certain habits of language that are prevalent today have contrib¬ 
uted more than all arguments to popularizing the prejudices in 
favour of unity. Very often it has been found convenient to employ 
formulas in which human organizations are assimilated to a higher 
order of organisms; sociologists have derived enormous advantages 
from these ways of speaking, allowing them to give the impression 
that they possessed a very serious science based upon biology; since, 
during the nineteenth century, naturalists had made many resound¬ 
ing discoveries, sociology profited from the prestige that natural 
history had acquired. Such socio-biological analogies present the 
idea of unity with a singular insistence; one cannot, indeed, study 
the higher animals without being struck by the state of extreme 
dependence of the parts in relation to the whole living body. This 
connection is in fact so strong that many scientists believed for a 
long time that it would be impossible to apply to physiology the 
nic±ods which had been so successful in physics; natural unity, 
they thought, would find itself jeopardized by the mechanism of 
experimentation, in such a way that one would observe a sick being 
in an analogous way to those who are destroyed by neoplasms. 

It is not necessary to be a very profound philosopher to recognize 
that language deceives us constantly as to the true nature of the 
relationships that exist between things, Before commencing a sys¬ 
tematic critique of a system, there would often be a very real advan¬ 
tage in finding out the origin of the images which are frequenUy 
encountered in it. In the present case, it is evident that the socto- 
biological analogies indicate the reverse of reality, It is sufficirat, 
for example, to read the famous book, of Edmond Perrier entitled 


do noi disturb the regular 


' Physiologists arrange thinp such that their eiperiments 

course of phenomena to the extent that the animal may be said to be sick. 
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Let Colonies anmaies: this scholar succeeds in rendering quite intel¬ 
ligible the mysterious phenomena that he wishes to describe by 
employing concepts borrowed from the very varied groupings that 
humans form amongst themselves; he thus follows a very good 
method, because he employs the relatively clear areas of knowledge 
in order to make understood the organization of the extremely 
obscure parts;^ but he does not doubt for a moment the nature of 
the task that he sets himself. Misled by the doctrine of the sociol¬ 
ogists who claim to teach something more advanced than biology, 
he thinks that his researches on animal colonies arc capable of pro¬ 
viding the basis of a social science designed ‘to enable us to foresee 
the future of our societies, to regulate their organization and to 
explain the contracts on which they are based’.’ 

After having utilized the abundant evidence provided by human 
groups in order to obtain sound biological descriptions, does one 
have the right to transfer into social philosophy, as do the sociol¬ 
ogists, formulas which have been constructed by means of obser¬ 
vations made upon men but which, in the course of their adaptation 
to the demands of natural history, have rot escaped some modifi¬ 
cations? In order to be suitably applied to organisms, they have 
singularly distorted the notion of human activity by disregarding 
what everyone regards as being the most noble prerogatives of our 
nature. 

When one compares animal colonies, they may be arranged on a 
scale of evolution culminating in that perfect unity of all the partial 
activities that reveal to us the normal psychology of man; it may be 
said of those which are least controlled by a directing centre that 
they already possess a potential unity; the diverse levels are dis¬ 
tinguishable, one from the other, only by the greater or lesser con¬ 
centration that they present; because there is nowhere any element 
reducible to unification. On the other hand, it has often been said 
that our Western societies, due to their Christian culture, offer the 


“ Cournot otiserves. in oppesinon to Qimie, that there‘is nothirf clearer to the 
human inteHtct. nothing which less imposes the extra burden of a ne* 
of a new irreducible problem, than the explanation of the socul rnechaitisra. Who 
does not see that, in passing from the phenomena of life to so^ facts, one is m 
the process of passing fiom a relatively obscure region to a relauvely cl«r one^ 
(Afnioine Angustin) Cournot, Afaimahime, matwne. ratmaUme. [Ewdts sor 
rLplo, des dZdes i la scunce in ph,loscM, Pans, Hachette, iSySl, P- 
J Edmond Perrier, let Coiomes ammalts IPans, Masson, i88i], p. XXXII, 
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spectacle of consciences which achieve a full moral life only on 
condition that they understand the infinity of their value;^ such 
societies are therefore irreconcilable with the unity which animal 
colonies reveal to us. By relocating in sociology the social images 
that biology has developed for its needs, one exposes oneself there¬ 
fore to committing serious misinterpretations. 


II 

Historians have often pointed out that the societies of antiquity were 
very much more unitary than are ours.* In reading in the second 
book of the Politics the arguments that Aristotle opposes to the 
Platonic theories, one becomes readily aware that the spirit of the 
Greek philosophers was generally dominated by the idea that the 
most absolute unity is the greatest good that one could wish for a 
cilyf one is even led to doubt if Aristotle would have dared to 
present his anti-unitary conceptions with so much assurance if, in 
his day, the cities had not been infected by an irremediable deca¬ 
dence, such that the restoration of the old discipline must have 
appeared strangely utopian to his readers. 

In probably all periods there have existed anarchical elements in 
the world: but these elements were confined to the limits of socifiy, 
which did not protect them; the people succeeded in understanding 
their existence only by assuming the existence of mysterious protec¬ 
tors who defended these isolated groups from the dangers which 
threatened them; such anomalies could not influence the outlook of 
men who sought to found the science of politics in Greece through 
the observation of things which most commonly occurred. 

Beggars, certain itinerant artists and especially singers, and ban¬ 
dits have provided examples of the most significant isolated charac¬ 
ters; their adventures were able to give birth to the legends that 
charmed the masses; this charm arose especially from what these 


• [Hippolyie] Taine, Le Gouvmmem riwluiionnpire, [Paris, HaAeUe iSS;! 

p, iz6. a [Georg Wilhelm Friedrich] Hegel, Phihsopke * / fcpni, French trans. 
[Paris, BaiUiere, 1867-g], n, p. 254- v v .• r.K, 

' Dorn Ledercq says that the regime of the Spanish Church, at the nine of ^ 
Visigoths, provides us with an example in which the uniBry ** 

class^l City survived in Christianity {[Docn Henr. Ledercq], i. Espagne Mfemc 
[Paris, Lecoffre, 1^06], pp. XXXII-XXXIII). n .1 u it HI 1 

• Aristotle, Pohugue. bk II, dmp. 1, 7- [Aristotle, The PoliUcs, bk II. chaps. II, HI.] 
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adventures contained of the extraordinary; the extraordinary could 
not enter into the classical philosophy of the Greeks. 

I seriously believe, however, that despite this rule Aristotle was 
thinking of the Greek hero, who had occupied such a prominent 
place in the national traditions, when he spoke of the destiny 
reserved for the man of genius. The latter may not be subjected to 
ordinary laws; he could not be suppressed by death or by exile; the 
city-state therefore had no other alternative than that of submitting 
to his authority. It must be observed that these celebrated reflections 
occupy only a few lines in the Politics and, especially, that Aristotle 
seems to regard the hypothesis of the reappearance of such demi¬ 
gods as highly unlikely.^ 

The ascetics were called upon to have a history of very different 
importance from that of the other isolated individuals. The men 
who submit themselves to bodily ordeals sufficient to strike the 
imagination of the people with amazement are regarded throughout 
the Orient as being placed above the conditions that limit human 
powers; as a consequence, they appear to be capable of achieving in 
nature things as extraordinary as the tortures which they mflict on 
their flesh; the more powerful, therefore, are they as miracle work¬ 
ers, the more extravagant their acts. In India they easily become 
divine incarnations when, because of the numerous marvels being 
accomplished around their tombs, the Brahmins find it advan¬ 
tageous to deify them.* 

The Greeks had no taste for this kind of life; but they were 
influenced -a little by Stoic literature which had derived its most 
curious paradoxes on pain from the practices of Oriental asceiicism. 
Saint Nilus, who, in the fifth century, adapted the maxims of Epic¬ 
tetus to the teachings of the spiritual life, did no more than recog¬ 
nize the mie nature of this doctrine. 


Western Christianity profoundly transformed asceticism in its mon¬ 
asteries; it brought forth this multitude of mystical persons who, 
instead of fleeing from the world, were devoured by the desire to 
spread their refonning activities all around them and to whom the 


’ JHJ bkiu.chap. vm,i indchap. XI, u. [Aristotle, Tie foto. bk III. cha^. 
XUI, XV, XVI. This is a reference to Aristotle’s doctrine of pamMsiJm. the 

absolute Kin^ip of one man.] i„ a, VFrtrlme- 

* rSir Alfred cSmyns] LyiL, EtuJei sttr Us maeurs rehpiusts H socuUs dt I Extrim 
Snch [Paris, Thorin, 1885I, pp. 42-i. [See Asian Sludus. Religious 
and Social (London, J. Murray, 1882).] 
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religious experience gave superhuman strength, To universalize these 
gifts of grace, until then almost exclusively reserved for monks, was 
the principal objective of the Reformation; instead of saying, as is 
normally done, that Luther wanted to make a priest of every Chris¬ 
tian, it would be more accurate to say that he attributes to each of 
the convinced faithful some of the mystical faculties which the mys¬ 
tical life develops in the monasteries. The disciple of Luther who 
reads the Bible in the religious disposition that his master calls 
‘faith’ believes he enters into regular contact with the Holy Spirit, 
exactly as the members of a religious order embarked on the road 
to mysticism believe they receive revelations from Christ, from tbe 
Virgin Mary or from the saints. 

This postulate of the Refarmarion is manifesdy false; it is not 
easy for men drawn along by all the currents of everyday life to 
undergo this experience of the Holy Spirit which Luther, as a 
fanatical monk, found so simple. For the great majority of present- 
day Protestants, the reading of the Bible is only a form of edu¬ 
cational study; ascertaining consequently that they do not receive, 
in the presence of the sacred texts, the supernatural light that had 
been promised them, they question the teaching of their ministers: 
some go as &r as complete unbelief whilst others convert to Cath¬ 
olicism because they wish at any price to remain Christians. By not 
relating the mystical faculties to the conditions of an exceptiond 
life that could sustain them, the theoreticians of the Reformation 
committed a very major error which, in the long run, must lead to 
die failure of their Churches, we will only concern ourselves here 
with die consequences which this error has had for philosophy. 

h has often been observed that there have almost always existed 
two divergent tendencies in the work of human reflection; for want 
of better terms, one may distinguish them by names borrowed from 
the histoty of the Middle Ages and say that thinkers divide them¬ 
selves into scholastics and mystics. The writers of the first ^up 
believe that our intelligence, starting from the evidence of die 
senses, may discover how things really are, express the relaoons 
that exist between essences, in a language that commands the assent 
of every reasonabie man, and thus arrive at a science of the external 
world. The others are preoccupied with persona! convictions; they 
have an absolute confidence in the decisions of their consciimce; 
they wish to have their way of seeing the world shared by those 
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who will listen to them; but they have ng scientific proof to vindi¬ 
cate them. 

Properly to distinfuish these two tendencies ought to be the most 
important objective proposed for philosophy; it does not seem to me 
that this undertaking would be too difficult; the frequently imposing 
obscurity which the doctrine of Kant presents arises from the fact 
that these two tendencies are mixed up within it in a particularly 
complicated way. Qtholic writers constantly reproach Kant for 
having taught a subjectivism which may easily lead to scepticism; 
he did not think that he merited such criticism, accustomed as he 
was to accepting that religious experience provides us with all the 
expression of truth compatible with our human frailty.® 

The errors of Kant must make us indulgent towards men who did 
not have his philosophical genius and who derived from a mysticism 
corrupted and vulgarized by Protestantism such highly defective 
political theories. Protestantism was to lead people ignorant of every 
historical consideration to a strange h^^thesis; they supposed that, 
in order to arrive at the social principles of prime impwtance, it 
was necessary for them to imagine they had consciences sufficiently 
like that of the monk who lives constantly in the presence of God. 
Such a hypothesis, which cuts all connections between the citizen 
and the economic, familial and political bases of life, has been intro¬ 
duced into juridical constructions, the importance of which has been 
enormous. 

It is easily understood why the earliest American societies should 
have regulated their public law in accordance with the paradoxical 
principles of the mystical; their constitutions were to embrace some¬ 
thing of the monastic, considering that the Puritans strongly 
resembled monks intoxicated with the spiritual life; their formulas 
survived in the United Suies, by virtue of the religious respect that 
has not ceased W be attached to the memory of these illustnous 
ancestors. This literature came to be mixed in our country with that 
of Rousseau; he had dreamed of a city inhabited by Swiss artisans 
and based on an ahistoric man, in accordance with his impressions 


' In the second edition there was a passage relative to the aniw^ies of l^ni tlut 
I have removed, because I have treated this question mote fiilly in the Rrjut dt 
rnimhystm It ie mefiU (September 1910) and beau« I expe« to return to if 
agaitfelsewhere. (See ‘Vues sur les problimea de la phliosophie , Rtvru de miti- 
pkysifue ft de tlorttU 18, pp. 581-613.] 
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of life as a nomad wanderer. The legislators of the Revolution, great 
admirers of Americans and of Jean-Jacques, believed they had pro¬ 
duced a masterpiece by proclaiming the rights of absolute man. 

The jests made by Joseph de Maistre in 1796 on the subject of 
the work of our constituent assemblies have often been cited; they 
wanted to make laws ‘for man\ but there is no such thing as man in 
the world. 1 have seen Frenchmen, Italians, Russians, etc.; but as 
for man I declare that I have never in ray life met him; if he exists, 
he is unknown to me ... A constitution that is made for all nations 
is made for none: it is a pure abstraction, an academic exercise made 
according to some hypothetical ideal, which should be addressed to 
man in his imaginary dwelling place. What is a constitution? Is it 
not merely the solution to the following problem? Given the popu¬ 
lation, the religion, the geographical situation, the political circuin- 
stances, the wealth, the good and bad qualities of a particular nation, 
to find the laws that suit it."® 

The formulas of this too-clever writer amount to saying that 
legislators must be of their country and of their time; moreover, it 
does not seem that the men of the Revolution had forgotten this 
truth as much as Joseph de Maistre said; it has often been com¬ 
mented that, even in those cases where they proclaimed their inten¬ 
tion to reason about an ahistoric man, they had usually worked to 
satisfy the needs, the aspirations or the rancour of the contemporwy 
middle classes; so many of the rules relating to civil law or adminis¬ 
tration would not have survived the Revolution if their authors had 
always navigated in imaginary space, in pursuit of absolute man. 

What is especially worthy of being closely examined in the heri¬ 
tage which they have left us, is the coexistence of a law formulated 
for real people of that time and the akisioricai arguments. The his¬ 
tory of modern France aUows us to determine with precision what 
disadvantages result from the introduction of theses of this kind 
into the juridical system. The prinaples of [t^]^ were regarded as 
forming the philosophical foundation of our codes; professors 
believed themselves obliged to prove that these principles could 


Joseph <k Maistre, Orndtraiions sur la Fmnee IParis, N^vclle Libnune Natnm- 

lie. 1007I, chap. W adjinm. - Tbere is a great sinuUi^ betw^ 

cited ind the subtitle of [Montesquieu’s] ^ teir. 

relation which laws must hare to the constitution of each government, to mores, 

10 climate, to religion and to eotnnierce. 
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serve to substantiate the general rules of che imdUai sdenee which 
they taught: they succeeded in this because, by means of subtlety, 
the mind may complete the most difRcult undertakings; but other 
clever writers set other sophisms against these conservative soph¬ 
isms, either in order to establish the necessity for furthering the 
progress of law or even to establish the absurdity of the present 
social order. 

In Rome something very similar occurred when the jurists of the 
Antonian period wanted to utilize Stoic philosophy to clarify their 
doctrines. This philosophy, derived from Oriental asceticism, could 
only reason about a man removed from the conditions of real life; 
as a consequence, the dissolution of the ancient juridical order 
occurred. Historians have generally been so bedazzled by the pres¬ 
tige possessed, in the traditions of the schools [medieval universit¬ 
ies), by the texts which the Pandects have preserved for us." that 
they have not normally seen the social consequences of this great 
work of renovation. They have extolled the fine progress 
accomplished by Jurisprudence but they have not recognized that, 
at the same time, the respect that the ancient Romans had had for 
the law was disappearing.'^ Similarly with us, juridical pivgress' 
engendered by the introduction of the principles of [17)89 into our 
legislation has certainly contributed to the debasement of the idea 
of law. 


In the course of the nineteenth century many detailed criticisms 
were directed at the doctrine of the ahistorie man; it was shown on 
many occasions that, if we started from laws suitable to this scholas¬ 
tic being, it was impossible to construct a society which resembled 
those that we know. If the theoreticians of democracy have believed 

'■ Cf [Ernest] /a ^aii«««8iraii(i4w [Pms, Ca]maim-Uvy 

jSoi], pp. 32-9- [The Pandects were a compendinm in fifty hooks of the Roman 

dvil law made by ordwofjustinian in the sixth century.] ,l,„. 

The history of the persecutions provides evidence of conadmble value, he 
ancient Romans, so cruel, would not have dreamed of 
lupanur [brothel] (Edmond Le Blant, Us Persecultun «Its Martyrs [Pans, 
t4]. chip. XVm). The decision taken by Marws Anrebus a^t 
of Lyon seems to me to mark a recession towards barbansm. (G[eorges] Sorel, 
OvUemr kisttrioM de Renan [Paris, Jacques, 1906}, p. 335)- 
■ I „ I M i. i. ta sp»Hn, »f =!«»,« 

which arc not always very desirable. 
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that this undertaking was possible, ii was beausc they had - with¬ 
out always being aware of the hoax that they employed - greatly 
restricted the field upon which this absolute man may extend the 
action of his free will. 

A philosophy established upon postulates borrowed from the 
mystical life can apply only to isolated persons or to people who 
have left their isolation by joining a group where exactly the same 
convictions as theirs predominate. In order to find a true and normal 
application of the principles proclaimed by modern democracy, one 
will therefore be led to study what happens in monasteries; this is 
what Taine said in an excellent manner: ‘At the base of this 
[religious] republic may be found the corner stone designed by 
Rousseau ... a social contract, a pact proposed by the legislator and 
accepted by the citizens; it is only in a monastic pact that the will 
of the consenting parties is unanimous, sincere, serious, deliberate 
and permanent, whilst in the political pact it is not so; thus, whereas 
the second contract is a theoretical fiction, the first contract is an 
actual fact.’'* 

One would be tempted to conclude from this criticism that we 
must abandon every consideration of the ahistoric man to the pro¬ 
fessors of rhetoric; but such a conclusion would arouse protestations 
from the majority of moralists; for more than a century, the latter 
have been accustomed to proposing an idea of absolute duty, 
which presupposes, obviously, that man can detach himself from 
the ties chat bind him to historical conditions. On the other hand, 
many of the great things of history have been accomplished by the 
human masses who, during a fairly lengthy period of time, were 
dominated by convictions analogous to religious forces in that they 
are sufficiently absolute to make them forget many of the material 
circumstances which are habitually taken into consideration in 
choosing the direction to be taken. If one wishes to express this fact 
in a language appropriate to the procedures which are called scien¬ 
tific, juridical or logical, it is necessary to formulate principles which 

'* [Hippolyte] Taine, Le Rigime mdenu [Paris, Hachelle. 1894], II, p. 

'' a [Ferdinand) Bruneti^, Q?estim actuiiles [Paris, Hacherte, 1907], p. J3- This 
idea has been expressed in the celebrated saying of Jesys; ‘Be ye therefore perif:'. 
cien asyour Father which is in heaven is perfect.’ (Matthew V:48); the evan^hcal 
life was confined 10 the monasteries after the iriamph of the Church (Renan, 
[Marc-Aurile], p. 558); modern philosophy is inspired by the Reformation, which 
aspired to unify ihe entire Christian world on the monastic model. 
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will be considered as having been those of ahistoric men, more or 
less thrust on the road of the absolute. The abstract man is not, 
therefore, as Joseph de Maistre thought, a useless person for philos¬ 
ophy; he constitutes an artifice of our understanding; - many arti¬ 
fices are necessary in the work that we undertake to adapt reahty to 
our intelligence. 

The fundamental difference that exists between the methods of 
social philosophy and those of physiology now appears to us more 
clearly. The latter can never consider the functioning of an organ 
without relating it to the whole of the living being; one could sa-v 
that this whole determines the type of activity into which this 
element enters. Soda) philosophy, in order to study the most sig¬ 
nificant phenomena of history, is obliged to proceed to a dirmplioH, 
to examine certain parts without taking into account all of the ties 
which connect thenn to the whole, to determine in some manner the 
character of their activity by pushing them towards independence. 
When it has thus arrived at the most perfect understanding it can 
no longer attempt to reconstinite the broken unity. 

We are going to apply these principles to the history of the 
Church, and their value can then be better understood. 


Ill 

It cannot be doubted that at the beginning of our era and, very 
probably, immediately after the death of Jesus, the Christian coi^ 
munities, by taking Oriental monarchies for models, organized 
themselves very solidly: their leaders were not, therefore, popu^ 
magistrates, as the Protestants have written, but kings aamg by 
virtue of divine delegation.^ Thanks to this theocratic adminis¬ 
tration. the Ourch was able to render the greatest services to the 
fiiithful whUe the Roman State was beginning to disinte^ate: it 
assured them a more uniform justice than that of the official tri¬ 
bunals; it bought the good will of the imperial police so a to avoid 
harassment;’* it supported hands of the poor who might be of great 


(Tmullien, Dejitga, 13). 
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help in defending the peaceful bourgeoisie against the agitators of 
the cities. 

The Empire, after the conversion of Constantine, ended by 
giving the episcopal authority a prestige which enabled it to impose 
itself upon the Germanic conquerors. For several centuries the 
Church protected, in a very efficient manner, those privileged 
groups in which was maintained a very large part of the Roman 
tradition; our Western civilization owes to Catholicism much more 
than the preservation of classical literature; above all it owes to it 
what it has retained of the Roman spirit; and we can comprehend 
the immense value of this inheritance by comparing the peoples who 
have shared in it with the Orientals, who have so much difficulty in 
understanding our institutions ” 

Ecclesiastical theoreticians have construaed their doctrines by 
idealizing the glorious past of the Church; she is, according to them, 
the sole monarchy that can claim to derive its authority directly 
from God; against the Protestant jurists, who defended the divine 
right of kings, the Catholic theologians consider that there is some¬ 
thing popular in the origins of temporal piowers,® which puts them 
in an inferior position in relation to the Papacy. The Church could 
not, therefore, be controlled by a sovereign; but, in practice, it is 
not in as independent a position as a kingdom, because it does not 
have a territory which is distinct from that of the States; it is 
inserted into civil societies; its supporters are citizens at the same 
time. Two crowns may easily remain entirely without relations, 
whereas the Church cannot perform everything it judges necessary 
for the accomphshmert of its mission without meeting, at every 
stqi, some of the social relations on which secular law has, rather 
gen^lly, formulated rules; it is, therefore, necessary that the State 


'' The Germans seem to have particularly profited from the lessons provided by the 
Church. Wherr we examine tie resignation with which they accept inequality, the 
strict discipline that they observe in their associarions, such as the anny and the 
factory, the tenacity chat they display in their undertakings, we cannot but o^- 
pare them to the ancient Romans. The Lutheran Reformation has protected them 
Lr a long time against the invasion of Renaissance ideas and has therefore pro¬ 
longed for them the influence of Roman education. 

“ Some contemporary Othoto go into ecstasies about ihe democratic spin, of the 
Church; the theologians have only followed the doctrine of the im^rul junsis 
who attributed a delegation c,f authority from the Roman people to the emperors 
(Taine, [Li Regime modene], p. 133). 
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come to an understanding with the Church or that it abstain from 
legislating on certain matters. 

Christianity has a tradition which prevents it from becoming a 
military power analogous to that of the Muslim caliphate; this 
derives not only frcm the doctrines of the very earliest Fathers,'' 
but also from a system of government created by Theodosius which 
remained ‘the eternal dream of the Christian conscience, at least in 
the Roman countries’; Renan is correct in saying that the Christian 
Empire has been ‘the thing which the Church, in its long life, has 
loved the niost’.^ During the Middle Ages the Papacy tried to carry 
out great projects which would have been easy with the collabor¬ 
ation of a Theodosius and which presented extraordinary difficulties 
through the use of forces accidentally grouped together under its 
patronage; the Crusades, the Inc[uisition, the Italian wars show us 
very mediocre results obtained by means of desperate efforts; this 
experience presented the best evidence one could wish for in favour 
of the Theodosian system. 

The theologians, therefore, arrive neither at unity nor a perfect 
independence of the two powers; they dream of a harmony which 
does not seem to them to be very difficult to obtain, because they 
trust too much to arguments that allow them to say what ought to 
exist rather than to the observation of facts. Men would have some 
right, in the judgement of these learned men, to accuse Providence 
of lacking wisdom if it did not normally assure them the means of 
enjoying all the advantages which the Church and State must pro¬ 
cure; these advantages could only be obtained if a perfect harmony 
existed between the two powers. From these premises it is con¬ 
cluded that harmony will exist whenever the true order of things, 
as discovered by reasoning, is not troubled by abuses. 

During the time following the Counter-Reformation and the con¬ 
solidation of the monarchies, this felicitous harmony had been 
regarded as denvingnaturally from institutions. Monarchy was then 


Gregory VII was inspired by very old Christian ideas when he denounced the 
pow« of the princes as having at its origin the character of hngandage wh. h 
Remitted assuring it with the aaicn of the devil, 'the 
(Uacques] Flach, Les Origints de Vannnrv France [Pans. Urose et Force!, 1904J, 
III, P- 297)- , . 

Renin, IMarc-ziurt/el p. 621 and pp. 624-5. 
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the normal government of civilized societies;^^ harmony could not 
fail to produce these benefits if the kings had, to the same degree 
as the heads of the Christian hierarchy, a clear knowledge of the 
heavy responsibility which would weigh on them in the case of 
conflict. It was sufficient, they thought, that the men called upon 
to educate the princes should apply themselves to instilling in them 
feelings for the episcopacy similar to those that Theodosius had felt 
for Saint Ambrose. 

The history of the Church during the nineteenth century has not 
been promising for the doarine of harmony; there have been, 
almost constantly, grave difficulties between the ecclesiastical auth¬ 
orities and successive governments in France; the preoccupations of 
the present time have led to an examination of the past from a 
position very different to that adopted by the earlier theoreticians; 
it has been seen that, in all periods, conflicts were too frequent for 
it to be possible to regard them as aberrant facts; it was more appro¬ 
priate to compare them to wars that broke out so frequently between 
independent powers, which disputed the hegemony of a part of 
Europe. 

The ecclesiastical writers, attributing a major importance to the 
education of princely consciences as a means of securing harmony, 
formerly asaibed the conflicts to moral origins; the pride of sover- 
eips, the cupidity of the great, the mean, nasty and sometimes 
impious jealousy of the legists. The scholars of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury introduced the rule of explaining great things only by great 
causes; since then the old controversies of the casuist-historians 
have been found ridiculous; the politico-ecclesiastical struggles have 
been regarded as having been motivated by the same type of reasons 
as those which permit an understanding of the great European wars, 

The work carried out on the Middle Ages by the apologists of 
the Papacy has greatly contributed to confirming this interpretation. 
Wishing to defend the popes from the people who had so often 
denounced their insatiable ambitions, many Catholics began to write 
the history of the quarrels of the priesthood and of the Empire in 


" In the first half of the eighteenth century Vico tielieved that England ^ desuned 
to become a pure monarchy {[Jules] Michelet, Oeuvrt; chois-n dt t'iro [Pans. Flam- 
raarioti. 189*], p. 629). 


266 



Appendix I: Unity and multiplicity 


the spirit of the Guelpks.' They maintained that the sovereign pon¬ 
tiffs had rendered immense services to civilaation in defending Ital¬ 
ian liberties against Germanic despotism. This entire political 
manner of presenting the greatest conflicts that have ever existed 
between the Church and the State entails a comparison of the 
normal relations that exist between the two powers with those that 
exist between two independent crowns. 

The old doctrine of harmony has therefore become as chimerical 
in the eyes of modem historians as perhaps that of a United States 
of Europe; they are two conceptions of the same kind, intended to 
replace the fact of accidental peace with the theory of normal union. 
Now and then people hold forth on the United States of Europe 
after drinks at the congresses of jokers; but no serious person occu¬ 


pies himself with these children’s games. 

For a long time, secular authors have examined the assertions of 
papal power, formulated during the quarrels of the pnestb^ and 
of the Empire, more from a juridical point of view than a historical 
one. French jurists had found absurd the theses that would have 
rendered impossible the royal order of which they were the prina- 
pal representatives; they had put forward Galilean pnnaples with 
a view to restraining Ultramontane pretensions within limits com¬ 
patible with the principles of civil administration;^ the historians 
were disposed to regarding as extravagant paradoxes the things 
which the jurists condemned with so much rigour But today we 
no longer concern ourselves with knowing to what extent the popes 
were legally right and how their theories could have been applied 
in practice; we want to know what relations exist between these 
assertions of ecclesiastical authority and the development of con¬ 
flicts; it is beyond doubt that they constitute a very convenient idecH 
logical transUrion of the struggle in which the Church was engaged. 

When one has properly understood the implications of these old 
documents, one better comprehends the claims which caused such 
a great scandal in liberal circles at the time of the publicauon in 


• The Guelph* were members of one of the great factions in Italian nwdievalfwlitics, 
siding with the pope in the tong struggle betvreen the Papacy and the Holy Roman 

- m^pporters of GaUicanism acknowledged the authority of the 
over the aurch; whilst the supporters of Ultrat^tanisw (literally, over the 
Alps') recognized the superior authority of the Vatican. 


267 



Reflections on violence 


1864 of the Syllabus of Pius IX.' The Church has almost always had 
a clear awareness that, in order to fill the role which was assigned to 
it by its founder, it is obliged to affirm an absolute right, although 
in practice, in order to facilitate the working of the civil societies 
into which it is inserted, it is disposed to accept many limitations 
upon its authority. Duemption alone makes possible the recognition 
of this internal law of the Qiurch; in the periods when the struggle 
is intense, Qtholics claim for the Church an independence con¬ 
forming to this internal law and incompatible with the general order 
established by the State; most often, ecclesiastical diplomacy 
arranges agreements which, for the superficial observer, dissimulate 
the absoluteness of its principles. Harmony is only a dream of the 
theoreticians, which corresponds ndther to the internal law of the 
Church nor to practical arrangements, and which serves to explain 
nothing in history. 

With each renaissance of the Church, history has been thrown 
into confusion by manifestations of the absolute independence 
claimed by Qtholics; it is these periods of renaissance that reveal 
what constitutes the essential nature of the Church; and thus fully 
justifies the method of diremption outlined at the end of section II. 


IV 


In the eyes of a great many French Caholics the Church should 
abandon its old absolute theses to the spare-time activities of colle^ 
pedants. The latter, who only know the world through what is said 
about it in old books, wUl never be able to understand how modern 
society functions; it is therefore necessary that men devoid of schol¬ 
astic prejudices apply themselves 10 observii^ with care the 
phenomena of contemporary life; the Church would gam much 
from listening to the advice of people who have a sense of the suit¬ 
able and the possible. It should resolve to replace thesis by hypothesis, 
by making all the concessions which we necessary in order to suffw 
least frem the detestable conditions in the midst of which Qth- 


olicism must henceforth live. 

We are assured that this policy of extreme prudence is b^d 
upon the highest considerations of scientific philosophy. The 
‘ In 1864 the encyclical Qmma cura and the Syllabus frrorum sh^ly 
liberal acholic groups and what were taken to he associated modem errors. 
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Cathohc public is nearly always far behind the secular public;^ it 
adopts as very important novelties fashions which are beginning; 
to disappear; the clergy, for example, has for some years become 
passionately enthusiastic about Science, to the point that it could 
give advice to M[onsieur] Homais himself/ The clerical party, 
which prides itself on being up to scratch on present-day questions, 
has discovered transformism and loves to intoxicate itself with dis¬ 
cussions about development; but there are many ways of under¬ 
standing these words; it cannot be doubted that for the modem 
priests - to a greater or lesser extent tinged with modernism - 
evolution, adaptation and relativity correspond to a single current 
of ideas. In proclaiming themselves transformists, Catholics wish to 
combat the former fanaticism for truth, to content themselves with 
the most convenient theories, and to have on all matters only those 
opinions likely to win the favour of people indifferent to religious 
matters. They are pragmatists of a rather low type. 

There exists a very great difference between the doctrine of har¬ 
mony and the transformist nonsenses which so please today’s Cath¬ 
olics. The first was suited to an active and powerful Church, infused 
with the idea of the absolute, which often deigned to limit io 
demands in order not to obstruct overmuch the operation of Ae 
State, but which imposed on it, as often as it could, the obligation 
of recognizing the infinite rights that it derived from God. The 
second system is appropriate to those people whose weakness 
been put to the test by numerous defeats, who live constandy in 
the fear of receivii^ new blows, and who are overjoyed when they 
secure a delay sufficient to allow them to develop habits of a new 
servility, consistent with the demands of their masters. 

This clever tactic has not been very successful for the Church: 
Leo Xni was frequently celebrated by the republicans and con¬ 
sidered by them to be a great pope because he counselled Catholics 
to submit to the necessities of the age; the crowning achievement 



^ MoMieoi Homais is a character in Flaubert’s .Maiflwr Bevofy. a self-satisfied 
country apothecary, he had an opinion mi all things. 
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of his policy was the dissolution of the religious orders;^* Dmmont 
was able on several occasions to make him responsible for the disas¬ 
ters which had overwhelmed the Church in France (for example. 
La Libre parole, 30 March 1903); but it might also be said that the 
Catholics reaped the bitter fruits of their cowardice and that never 
were misfortunes more merited than theirs. Such an experience 
must not be lost on the syndicalists, who are advised so often to 
abandon the absolute in order to conhne themselves to a policy 
which is wise and prudent and completely focused on immediate 
results; the syndicalists do not want to adapt themselves to circum¬ 
stances, and they are certainly ri^t since they have the courage to 
bear the inconveniences of the stru^e. 

There is no lack of Catholics who feel that peace might be obuined 
in contemporary society without submitting to an accommodation 
and without seeking to achieve the impossible harmony of the ear¬ 
lier theologians. The difficulties presented by the coexistence of two 
powers might be reduced, in effect, to almost nothing if and when 
the number of matters over which the competition of the two sover¬ 
eigns has been further reduced. 

In barbaric times, the excessive extension of ecclesiastical juris¬ 
diction could be beneficial, even though there did not yet exist any 
very well-organized tribunals; this regime had to disappear to the 
extent that the State performed its functions more completely; secu¬ 
lar institutions were rightly preferred because they were better 
adapted to the economy; no one dreams any more, for example, 
of treating wills as religious acts; many centuries ago, we stopped 
completing contracts with promissory oaths the consequences of 
which were examined by ecclesiastical courts; priests have finished 
up by being judged like other citizens. Whilst the theologians con¬ 
tinue to assert, with the same force as previously, that the Church 
alone may bring true marriages into existence, the constimtion of 


It was observed inFnnct Uiat the protest conuined in the letter of 19 June 1901 
apinst the Uw of associations was particularly petty. CompiK thu 

dispatches of I aitd 8 June 1903. relanve to the tourwy of [to*) l^b« 
to Rom^Leo XIII was very copsoots of ^ agnificaita of the 
which wounded his pride, after having believed that the Freiui 
great s^catice, because he based his strange hopes on the coBseqUMMW Uut 
ought to have foUowed from his general dipkanacy. 
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the family escapes the Church completely; the clergy are no longer 
even able to limit, however slightly, the respectability enjoyed in 
society by people who have civil marriages after divorce. The wealth 
that had been accumulated by previous generations to support 
works of Catholic charity has been confiscated and these activities 
have, in large part, been secularized. 

The fundamental prescriptions for the purpose of which the 
religious monarchy was instituted could, in the opinion of many 
people, be faithfully executed if the Church contented itself with 
governing public worship, the schools of theological instruction and 
the monastic institutions. Should the common law be sufficiently 
permeated with liberty, it might suffice to let Catholicism 
accomplish this mission. An understanding would no longer be 
necessary between the heads of the spiritual power and those of the 
temporal power; instead of the harmony which was only a dream of 
the theorists, there would reign the most complete indifference. 
One could not say that the State would ignore the Church totally; 
because the first duty of the legislator is fully to understand the 
conditions in which each of the juridical persons carries out his 
activity. It would then be necessary for the laws to be so framed 
that they did not hinder the free expansion of the Church. 

This regime of indifference would not be without similarities to 
that experienced by Judaism after the destruction of the kingdom 
of Judea.“The Jews wanted to restore Jerusalem, but solely to make 
of it a kind of great monastery consecrated to the rites of the 
Temple; of the administration of Ncheraiah, Renan writes; ‘It is a 
Church which is being founded and not a city. A crowd that OM 
amuses with entertainments, nobles whose vanity is flattered by the 
honours of processions, are not the components of a homeland: a 
military aristocracy is necessary. The Jew will not be a citizen; he 
will remain in the towns of the others. But, let us hasten to say, 
there are in the world other things than the homeland.’ It was 
precisely when they no longer had a homeland that the Jews came 


“ The juridical causes would not be the same, even though the results mi^t ^ 
sitnkkr- Renan does, in fan, point out that ‘Ubeity is definitely a creation of ^ 
modem It is the consequence of an idea that Antiquity iM rot possess,^ 

sS^tedng the most diverw forms of humm aenv.^ and 

I makers of coiLieiice, tastes and sentiment': //ui«re du p^ple i Itral [Pans, 
Caimann-Ldvy, 1887-93J, IV, P ** 

” IHi., p. Si. 
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to give their religion a definitive character; during the time of their 
national independence they were very inclined towards a syncretism 
that was odious to the prophets; they became fanatic worshippers 
of Jehovah when they were subject to the pagans. The development 
of the priestly code, the Psalms (whose theological importance came 
to be so great), the second part of the book of Isaiah,^* date from 
this period.' Thus, the most intense religious life may exist in a 
Church which lives under a regime of indifference.^ 

The Catholicism that exists in Protestant countries is very happy 
with this system: its hierarchy, its professors and its monasteries 
have little substance; it is something as politically insignificant as 
Judaism was in the Persian world. It is very different for French 
Catholicism whose leaders, until recently, were mixed up in too 
many matters to be able easily to accept the transformation of their 
activity in line with the plan which 1 indicated above. The right to 
open educational institutions appears to them to be especially 
important to preserve; they are persuaded, in effect, that primary 
and secondary schools must be directed with the object of 
implanting in the instruction of the faithful the theological formu¬ 
lations which they judge appropriate to secure the guidance of souls 
by the clergy, from that derives the ardent competition between the 
Church and the State. 


For some thirty years or more the republican government has been 
driven by a sort of Antichurch, which pursues an underhand 
policy” which is sometimes brutal and always fanatical and which 


Renan places this book before the second Temple; I agree with the opinion of 
Isidore Loeb, which seems to me more credible. 

^ Judaism displays, in the literature that postdates the fsL from independence, s^h a 
marked indiiTerence towards the State that Renan marvels at it as a paradox: All the 
monastic conditions are there.’ he says. ‘The Catholic auich. “ 

State cautdnoilivewithouttheSute*([W‘!""rr‘^«Pe"^*‘''‘'®«^’*U.P-4^7) 

* For example, the famous academic neutrality has only been a strategy designed 
to lull the vigilance of acholics; today the official representatives of ffie govern- 
metit declare that the great object to be pursued in the primary schooU is the 
eradiation of religious faith, (Cf. the speech delivered by Ansiide Bnand before 
the Ligue de I’Enseignement in 1906 at Angers.) 

■ It is eenerally agreed that the Book of Isaiah has at least two authors, with every¬ 
thing after chafer 36 refened .0 as Deuterr^baiah. ^1 here "'^/ho'vs 
his detailed knowledge of the nineieenth-temury Bibhcal schol^ip. ine m 
theme 0/ this part of the Book is that of Israel's Redemption and her Mtsswn m 
the world. 
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seeks to destroy Christian faiths in France. This Antichurch, today 
triumphant, wishes to profit from the unexpected success that it has 
enjoyed since the Dreyfusard revolution; it believes that the regime 
of indifference is only a fraud as long as the Church retains con¬ 
siderable influence; its great preoccupation is completely to suppress 
the religious orders, its leaders believing, with reason, that the 
priests would not be sufficient to preserve Catholicism. 


V 

The present situation of Catholicism in France offers sufficient 
remarkable parallels with that of the proletariat engaged upon the 
class struggle for the syndicalists to have a real interest in following 
closely contemporary ecclesiastical history. In the same way that in 
the -world of the workers we find many reformists who regard them¬ 
selves as being great experts in social science, the Catholic world 
abounds with men of distinction, very up-to-date with modem 
knowledge and knowing the needs of their century, who dream of 
religious peace, the moral unity of the nation, compromise with the 
enemy. The Church does not have the same facilities as the sytiduals 
for brushing aside bad counsellors. 

Renan points out that the renewal of the Roman pcrsecuhoiB 
provoked a renewal of ideas about the advent of the Aiitichrist, 
and, as a consequence, of all the apocalyptic hopes relative to the 
reign of Christ; we can therefore compare these persecurions to the 
great violent strikes which give such an extraordinary important 
to catastrophic conceptions. We will no longer see in our day the 
atrocities which were committed during the first centuries of our 
era- but Renan has, again quite correctly, seen the monastenes as 
able to replace the martyr." It is heyond doubt that certain religious 
orders have been very effective educators for heroism; unhappily, 
for a good number of years the monastic institutions seetn to Iwve 
made serious efforts to embrace the secular spirit, with the object 
of better getting on with people of the world. From this new situ¬ 
ation it results that the Church today lacks the conditions which for 
so long generated the advent, susUined the energy and popularized 


Renan, Marc-AuriU, p. 337- 

'' M., p. 558- 
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the ^idance of heroic leaders; the compromisers no longer have 
much to fear irom these nuisances. 

The ipjse men of Catholicism, like the seise men of the world of 
the workers, believe that, in order to improve a difficult situation, 
the best method to follow consists in winning the support of politi¬ 
cal powers; the ecclesiastical colleges have greatly contributed to 
developing this spirit of intrigue amongst their clientele. The 
Church was greatly surprised when it tested at its own expense the 
value of its mdom., parliament voted against it a whole set of laws 
that were clearly dictated to it by Freemasonry; judgements based 
upon bizarre considerations were multiplied against the religious 
congregations; the public, with extreme indifference, welcomed the 
most arbitrary measures; all recourse against the activities of the 
Antichurch was therefore closed. The Catholics were happy to hear 
at least a few eloquent voices condemn these unjust laws; but their 
indignation flowed out in the form of literature; the only heroic 
response that they were capable of taking was that of soliciting a 
few votes in favour of the Sganarelles who represent the Church in 
parliament in such a comic fashion “ 


The practice of strikes has led the workers to entertain more virile 
thoughts; they scarcely respect all the sheets of paper on which 
imbecilic legislators inscribe marvellous formulas designed to ensure 
social peace; for discussions about laws” they substitute acts of war; 
they no longer allow socialist deputies to come to give them advice; 
the reformists are almost always obliged to go to ground while the 
energetic work to impose their victorious will upon the bosses. 

Many people are of the opinion that if the syndicate were rich 
enough to occupy themselves largely with mutual aid work, their 
spirit would change; the majority of the union members would be 
afraid to see their social funds threatened by financial penalties 
imposed as a result of the illegal acts of the revolutionaries; the 


“ In the discussion which occurred on 21 Dec«nt«r 1906 ‘"/h* 

circumstances in which ardinal Richard had been expelled from his ^Uce, 
Denys Cochb performed the role of dupe of the comedy with 
[SgaMrelle was a comic figuie in Molierc’s Le Midecmm^ r .1, 

> O^ovember ,906, Aristide Briaod declared to the Chamber ^ 
olic deputies had refused to concern themselves with the laws of S^aration, he 
wouKor have succeeded in working out the project. The utility of parliamen¬ 
tarians clearly appears here! 
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tactics of trickery would thus become necessary and leadership 
would pass into the hands of those swindlers with whom the repub¬ 
lican statesmen have always got on. The clergy are driven by other 
economic considerations; without too much cost to themselves, they 
has been able to give up the control of church property, because 
the generosity of the faithful will permit them to live from day to 
day; but they are afraid that they will not be able to celebrate the 
act of worship with the extravagant material which they habitually 
use; not having a secure right to the churches, they could not 
guarantee to the pious that their gifts would always be assigned to 
increase the splendour of the ritual. It is for this reason that 
intriguing Catholics do not cease to propose schemes of conciliation 
to the Papacy. 

The meetings of the bishops held after the vote on the law of 
Separation showed that the moderate party would have prevailed in 
the Church of France if the parliamentary regime had been able to 
function. The prelates were not sparing in their solemn declarations 
affirming the absolute rights of the religious monarchy;” but they 
very much desired not to embarrass Aristide Briand;^ many facts 
allow us to conclude that episcopal parliamentarianism would have 
even had as a result the giving, under the regime of Separation, of 
more influence to ministers of the Republic over the Church than 
the ministers of Napoleon III had ever had. The Papacy ended by 
adopting the only reasonable course that it could take; it suppressed 
the general assemblies, in order that the energetic should not be 
hindered by the clever; one day French Catholics will bless Pius X 
who saved the honour of their Church. 

This experience of parliamentarianism is worth studying; the syn- 
dicats also must be wary of great solemn meetings in which it is so 
easy for the government to prevent every virile resolution from sec¬ 
uring support; war is not made under the leadership of talkmg 
assemblies.^* 


** Nor are (he socialist consreases sparing in declarations devoted to the execration 

not appear lo be disposed to fo^ve Pius X fw ^ 
crated Aeir manoeuvres: Aristide Briand has complained o" 
the Chamber about the conduct of the pope; he has even insinuated that il may 

' Aristide Bnand (i86a-i93»>; 

first advocates of the general strike, after the Dreyfus affair Bnand became an 
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Catholicism has always reserved the functions of combat to a limited 
number of bodies whose members have been rigidly selected by 
means of tests designed to authenticate their commitment; the 
clergy therefore accept this rule, very often forgotten by revolution¬ 
ary writers but one that a trade union leader once stated before 
P[aul] de Rousiers; 'One weakens oneself by assimilating weak 
elements.’’’ Jt is with elite troops, perfectly trained through mon¬ 
astic life, ready to face alt obstacles and filled with an absolute con¬ 
fidence in victory, that Catholicism has until now been able to tri¬ 
umph over its enemies. Every time that a formidable peril has 
confronted the Church, men particularly adept, like great captains, 
at discerning the weak points in the opposing army have created 
new religious orders appropriate to the tactics demanded by the 
new struggle. If today the religious tradition appears so threatened, 
it is because it has not organized institutions capable of leading the 
struggle against the Antichurch; the faithful still preserve perhaps 
a great deal of piety; but they form an inert mass. 

It would be extremely dangerous if the proletariat were not to 
practise a division of functions which has so well served Catholicism 
during its long history; it would be no more than an inert mass 
destined to fall, as with democracy,’* under the control of politicians 
who live off the subordination of their electors; the syn^c^ts must 
search less for the greatest number of adherents than for the organ¬ 
ization of vigorous elements; revolutionary strikes are excellent as a 
means of selection as they estrange the pacifists who would spoil 
the elite troops. 


have been instigated by Germany: ‘We were disposed to accept the law, ^ai 
happened? I do not knew. Hm a related situation influenced the decBions of the 
Holy See? Does the current situation in this country become tkt ransom for a 
ktier sauaiion in onoiker comiry? ... It is a problem whidi poses .tself aiul which 
1 have the right and the duty to place before your consaences: seas^ of 9 
Novenibei 1906. Joseph Reinach consdss himself for the wicLedness of Pms X 
by proclaiming th« the latter only has ‘the education of a country pn«t ^ tfut 
he does not understand the importance of the outcome of the Reformation, the 
Encyclopedia and the Revolution: Hisioiri it fajfuri Dreyfus [Pans, Editions dc la 
RevueBlflciehe, 1901-11], VI, p. 427. ^ 01 

” IPaullde Rousiers, Trait-anmisme en Angltlerrelyms, Colin, p,93- 
“ The sodalisi patty has become a democratic mob since it contains ™ 

decorated, the rich, ^t investors and big businessmen' (cf. an article of Lucien 
Rolland in Le Soeialistt of *9 August 1909), 

,p,d. of tomid. th. ChuKh .nd to cf the mhi,™ «f ih. l™ «. 

the separation of Church and State. 
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This division of functions has enabled Catholicism to be very 
diverse: from the groups vihose life is drowned by the general unity 
to the orders who arc dedicated to the absolute. Because of its 
religious specializations, Catholicism finds itself in much better con¬ 
ditions than Protestantism: a true Christian, following the principles 
of the Reformation, would have to be able to pass, at will, from an 
economic standard to a monastic standard; this transition is con¬ 
siderably more difficult to achieve by an individual than the exact 
discipline of a monastic order. Renan has compared the small 
Anglo-Saxon congregations to monasteries;” these groups show us 
that the principle of the Reformation is applicable to those of an 
exceptional nature; but the action of these societies is generally less 
fruitful than that of the regular clergy, because it is supported less 
by the great Christian public. It has often been observed that the 
Church has adopted with extreme ease the new systems designed 
to strengthen spiritual life that were put into practice by the foun¬ 
ders of ordere; by contrast, the Protestant pastors have been, almost 
always, hostile to sects; in this way, Anglicanism has much to be 
sorry for in having allowed Methodism to escape from its control." 

The majority of Catholics have thus been able to remain remote 
from the pursuit of the absolute and yet collaborate very effectively 
in the work of those who, through struggle, were maintaining or 
perfecting their doctrines; the elite, which led the assault on the 
enemy positions, received the material and moral support of the 
masses who saw in it the reality of Christianity. According to the 
position one adopts, one will have the right to consider socie^ as 
either a unity or as a multiplicity of antagonistic forces: there is an 
approximation of economico-juridical uniformity which is generally 
sufficiently developed for one to be able, in a great number of cases, 
not to concern ourselves with the religious absolute represented by 
the monk; on the other band, there are many important questions 
that one could not comprehend without picturing the activity of 
institutions of combat as being preponderant. 


® often been died w this subject, to the effect ihM .f 

Wesley had been Catholic he would no doubt have founded a great Wer 

(fThomas Babington] Macaulay, Eaats \pt<l<gues et) French t^ 

£,^cheJ-S .86al, p. 275 [the majority of these es«ys « “ken ^ 
Macaulay’s Cnucal and Hismeal Emyi (1848)]; Btimetiere, [UnetMnt aciu^tUs], 
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Similar observations could be made with regard to workers’ 
organizations; they seem under an obligation to vary themselves to 
infinity, to the extent that the proletariat feels itself more capable of 
taking its place in the world; the socialist parties believe themselves 
charged with providing ideas to these organizations,'*' advising them 
and grouping them into a class unit, at the same time as their parlia¬ 
mentary activity would establish a connection between the workers’ 
movement and the bourgeoisie; and we know that the socialist par¬ 
ties have taken from democracy their great love of unity. In order 
properly to understand the revolutionary movement, we must place 
ourselves in a position diametrically opposed to that of the poli¬ 
ticians. A large number of organizations are merged, to a greater or 
lesser extent, into the economico-juridical life of the whole of 
society, to the extent that whatever unity is required in society is 
produced lutomadcaliy; others, less numerous but well selected, 
lead the class stru^le; it is these that discipline proletarian thought 
by creating the ideological unity which the proietartal needs in order 
to accomplish its revolutionary work; ~ and the guides ask for no 
recompense and in this, as in so many other things, are very differ¬ 
ent from the Intellectuals, who insist upon being maintained in a 
joyous way of life by the poor devils before whom they consent to 
hold forth. 


pp, 37-8), - America appears to have better used the zeal other sectarians than 

^pretMsk^ all the more absurd when these parties are lacking in ideas of their 
own. 
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Men who address revolutionary words to the people are bound to 
submit themselves to hi(;h standards of sincerity, because the work¬ 
ers understand these words in their exact and literal sense and never 
indulge in any symbolic interpretation. When in 1905 1 ventured to 
write in some detail on proletarian violence 1 was fully aware of the 
grave responsibility 1 assumed in trying to show the historic bearing 
of acts that our parliamentary socialists try to cover up with so 
much skill. Today I do not hesitate to declare that socialism could 
not continue to exist without an apology for violence. 

It is through strikes that the proletariat asserts its existence. 1 
cannot be persuaded to see in strikes something analogous to the 
temporary rupture of commercial relations which is brought about 
when a grocer and his supplier of prunes cannot agree about the 
price. The strike is a phenomenon of war; it is therefore a serious 
misrepresenudon to say that violence is an accidental feature des- 
dned to disappear from strikes. 

The social revoludon is an extension of this war in which each great 
strike is an episode; this is why the syndicalists speak of this revol¬ 
ution in the language of strikes; for them socialism is reduced to 
the conception, the expecution of and the preparation for the gen¬ 
eral strike, which, like the Napoleonic battle, is to annihilate com¬ 
pletely a condemned regime. 

Such a conception allows none of the subtle exegeses in which 
Janrfis excels. It is a question here of an overthrow in the course of 
which both employers and the State will be removed by the 
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organized producers. Our Intellectuals, who hope to obtain the 
highest positions from democracy, would be seni back to their lit¬ 
erature; the parliamentary socialists, who find in the organizations 
created by the bourgeoisie the means of exercising a certain amount 
of power, would become useless. 

The analogy that exists between violent strikes and war is rich in 
consequences. No one doubts (except d’Estoumelles de Constant)’ 
that it was war that provided the republics of antiquity with the 
ideas which form the ornament of our modern culture. The social 
war, for which the proletariat ceaselessly prepares itself in the syn- 
dicais, may engender the elements of a new civibzation suited to a 
people of producers. I continually call the attention of my young 
friends to the problems presented by socialism when considered 
from the point of view of a civilization of producers; I assert that 
today a philosophy is being elaborated according to this plan which 
would hardly have been imagined a few years ago; this philosophy 
is closely bound to the apology of violence. 


I have never had for creative hatred the admiration that JaurCT 
has devoted to it; I do not feel the same indulgence towards the 
guillotiners as he does; I have a horror of any measure which 
strikes the vanquished under a judicial disguise. War, carried on 
in broad daylight, without any hypocritical attenuation, for the 
purpose of ruining an irreconcilable enemy, excludes all the 
abominations which dishonoured the bourgeois revolution of the 
eighteenth century. The apology for violence in this case is 
particularly easy. 

It would serve no great purpose to explain to the poor that they 
are mistaken to feel sentiments of jealousy and vengeance against 
their masters; these sentiments are too powerful to be repressed by 
exhortations; it is upon their widespread prevalence that democracy 
chiefly founds-its strength. Social war, by making an appeal to the 
honour which develops so naturally in all organized armies, c^ 
eliminate these evil feelings against which morality would remain 
powerless. If this were the only reason we had for attributing a high 
civilizing value to revolutionary syndicalism, this reason alone 


■ Paul d’Estoumelles de Constant (1852-19*4); politician and diplomat; 
himself to furthering international conciliation, for which he was awarded the 
Nobel peace prize in 1909. 
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would se«m to me to be decisive in favour of the apologists of 
violence. 

The idea of the general strike, engendered by ihe praaice of 
violent strikes, entails the conception of an irrevocable overthrow. 
There is something terrifying in this - which will appear more and 
more terrifying as violence takes a greater place in the mind of the 
proletarians. But, in undertaking a serious, formidable and sublime 
work, the socialists raise themselves above our frivolous society and 
make themselves worthy of pointing out new roads to the world. 

The parliamentary socialists may be compared to the officials 
whom Napoleon made into a nobility and who worked to strengthen 
the State bequeathed by the ancien regime. Revolutionary syndical¬ 
ism corresponds well enough fo the Napoleonic armies whose soldi¬ 
ers accomplished so many acts of valour, knowing all the time that 
they would remain poor. What remains of the Empire? Nothing but 
the epic of the Grande Arm^e; what will remain of the present social- 
isf movement will be the epic of the strikes. 


Le Maiin, i8 May 1908 




Appendix III:* In defence of Lenin 

On 4 February 1918 Le Journal de published under the title 
'The other danger' an article the greater part of which I reproduce 
below. 

'The great revolutionary wave, which originated in the East, is 
spreading in Europe, is passing over the German plains and is 
already breaking against the rocks at the foot of the Alps. We must 
expect that our country will have to undergo a supreme test before 
having definitely won its right to exist in the new world to which 
the war will give birth. Our banal and vain quanels between the 
French Swiss and the German Swiss are a turned page, a sad page 
to which we must not return. Another ditch has been diq; that it 
will be more difficult to refill. 

It is becoming more smd more evident that an internationalist 
agitation, which is both platuied and methodical, is spreading in our 
large towns. It seeks to incite, by violence, a revolution which, from 
Switzerland, would advance step by step to neighbouring countries. 

... Before the war there was propagated a doctrine of Force in 
syndicalist circles which bad an obvious affinity with that of the 
German imperialists. In his Reflections on Violence Gwirges Sorel 
preached this new go^>el: “The role of violence”, he said, “appears 
to us as angularly great in history, provided thet it is the brutal and 

' The a^^Kndix was written in September 1919 for the fourth edickm of Rifiinota 
sur lo violence. 
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direct expression of the class struggle.”^ Nothing can be done 
except by violence. It is only necessary that it no longer be exercised 
from the top down, as formerly, but from the bottom up. There is 
no intention of putting an end to the abuse of Force. They want 
Force to change hands and the oppressed of yesterday to become 
the tyrant of tomorrow,’ whilst waiting for the inevitable tip of the 
scale which will put things back to their original stale. 

During their stay in Switzerland, Lenin and Trotsky must have 
thought over the book of Georges Sorel at their leisure. They are 
applying its principles with the most dangerous logic... They must 
have an army in order to impose the tyrannical domination of a 
minority upon a great people that is amorphous and has been 
trained for centuries for servitude ... If they want to put an end to 
foreign war, it is in order to pursue the class war at their ease. 
These Jacobin militarists aspire to establish a tsansm in reverse to 
their own benefit. And this is the ideal which is being proposed 
today to the European nations. 

In Germany socialism has become impregnated with the s^e 
despotic spirit. Marxism is the enemy-brother of Prussian militar¬ 
ism. It has the same outlook, the same methods, the same worship 
of automatic discipline, the same sovereign contempt for individual 
independence.* 

... Let us not worry. Switzerland is still a country where each 
citizen has the old habit of discharging his function and duty at the 
post whiiJi he oampies. He does it voluntarily and freely, because 


' On ptie no we read: ‘Prolenrim violence, exercised as i pure and limpk wni- 
festadoa of the fceBng of class stnisgle, appears as a very betunfiil i^c 

Ihing.’ It is liidy that the contributor 10 used an old edition; 

I have not verified the referenw. ... 

’ I have, however, very stron^y criticized in my book the frequently bloody tyranny 

of the French Revolutioii. __ 

It is oot &:r to impuu to Maraism all the pracoces of German social i^Dcra^, 
which was far more under the influence of Lassalle dun under d»t of Mm. ta 
1807 Oiarles Andler aid of Lasaalk ‘It is in order to jive streng* »id^ jus^ 
Itat he demands anivetwl siifftaje for the job of the eriMOpation ^ the prolet¬ 
ariat. But itninediately he is seized with mistrust and, as ifhe sen^ his oro error, 
he appeals to the existii^ State, though military and monarchical, to introduce his 

pracwal reforms. From Ae osdllirion between the m systeiDs was bo« a oir^ 

ow amstitutioiial conception; a military monarchy, tied to uiuversalwffnge ^ 
working with it, in a tolhboration fraught with conflict, to achieve so^ tmMCi- 
L J^y the German Einpire of today’: U Onpnes in miolnm 
d'Eias en AUtmagne [Paris, Alcan, iflg?). PP- 
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that is his function and duty and not because he has been made into 
an automaton ... All despotism is odious to him, whether it comes 
from above or below. It is because of this that the Swiss citizen, 
heir to a long tradition of healthy and normal public life, will not 
allow himself to be subjected to doctrines coining from a neighbour¬ 
ing empire whose subjects are still held in a condition of political 
minority or from a republic which is only a few months o)d^ whose 
impoverished citizens have no political education whatsoever and 
most of whom neither know how to read nor how to write. 

Let those Papterlisckweizer^ who are beginning to speak among 
us as masters and who, before our excessively docile assemblies, 
permit themselves to dictate ultimatums addressed to our authorit¬ 
ies, remember this: we will not allow them to sabotage the country 
which has sheltered them. If they imagine that the Swiss nation 
may be used as a cnlture for the bacteria of disorder, they are gready 
mistaken. We will know how to protect ourselves from civil strife 
as from foreign war, knowing moreover that the one would only be 
a prelude to the other and that the least crack in the walls of our 
house could become a breach open to invasion.’ 

Although, more than once, the friends of Le Journal du Geneve have 
been accused of being agents of the secret diplomacy of the Entente, 
1 am inclined to believe that Professor Paul Seippel, in writing this 
article, did not have the charitable desire of calling the attention of 
the suspicious French police to me. I need not point out to my 
readers that this eminent representative of the liberal bourgeoisie 
understood nothing of my book, His case shows, once again, how 


' The bolshevik revolution occurred on 7 November 1917. 

“ In the same way the aVwWi caQ ihe Jews who naturalize themselves m our country 
‘stamped paper Frenchman’. • i 

’ The author is obviously threatening his wtnpatriou with the mteryertion ot ^ 
Entente Under the regime of the peaceful Loiiis-Philippe, dw Swiss were twK* 
threatened with a French invasion; in 1838, because it would not expel the future 
Napoleon III, who was a burner of the canton of Thurgau, and in 18*8, becauM 
after the afiair of the SonJeriuml it wanted to reform its consotunor in a more 
uniiarv diteeoon. During the last war, the engagements which the EntCTK made 
in support of Swiss neutrality *«e hardly unequivxal; Gener^ Bnalmont had 
vnitten that Prana would probably invade Germany through Switawland; the 
Swiss seneral staff was frequently attacked with viofena by the pr« suppemng 
the Entente, because the general staff took the ideas of the great Belgnn engineer 
seriously. 
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the polemicists who undertake the defence of Latin civilization 
against Nordic barbarism, take an approach bordering upon 
stupidity. 


I do not intend meriring the indulgence of the innumerable Paul 
Seippels which the literature of Victory contains by cursing the bol¬ 
sheviks whom the bourgeoisie fear so greatly.* I have no reason to 
believe that Lenin made use of some of the ideas in my books; but 
were it so, I would be immoderately proud of having contributed 
to the intellectual formation of a man who seems to me to be, at 
ore and the same time, the greatest theoretician that socialism has 
had since Marx and a head of State whose genius recalls that trf 
Peter the Great. 

At the moment when the Paris Commune was falling, 
wrote a manifesto for the Internationale in which present-day social¬ 
ists are accustomed to look for the most complete expression of the 
political doctrines of their master. The speech pronounced by Lenin 
in May 1918 on the problems of the power of the soviets has no less 
importance than the study by Marx of the civil war in 1871. It may 
be that the bolsheviks will end by succumbing, in the long run, 
under the blows of the mercenaries engaged by the plutocraaes of 
the Entente; but the ideology of the new form of proletarian Swte 
will not perish; it will survive by merging with the myths which 
will take dieir substance from the popular accounts of die struggle 
undertaken by the Republic of soviets against the coalition of great 
capitalist powers. 

When Peter the Great ascended to the throne, Russia did not differ 
gready from Merovingian Gaul: he wanted it to be transformed 
from top to bottom, in such a way that his empire might be worthy 
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of figuring amongst the civilized states of the day; all those who 
could be called the ruling class (court nobility, civil servants, officers) 
were obliged to apply themselves to imitating the persons who held 
analogous positions in France. His work was completed by Cather¬ 
ine the Gr«t, whom the philosophes of the Voltairian period exalted, 
with just cause, as a prodigious aeator of order - as order was 
understood in the eigltfeenth coitury. 

Et could be said of Lenin that, like Peter the Great, he wants to 
force history.’ He intends, in effect, to introduce into his country 
the socialism which, according to the most authoritative r^resenta- 
tives of social democracy, could only follow a highly develoj^ capi- 
taUsm; now, Russian industry, subjected for such a long time to a 
regime of heavy governmental direction, of interfering regulation 
and technical negligence, finds itself in a very badeward condition; 
there is no lack of distinguished socialists who regard Lenin’s 
enterprise as chimerical. Good manufacturing practices had suc¬ 
ceeded in i m po sing themselves upon capitalists through the play of 
half-tilind mechanisms; the role of intelligence, limiting itself to an 
analj^is whkdi pointed out what each practice contained of advan¬ 
tage or harm, had been rather mediocre; if the socialist economy 
followed a capitalist economy in the conditions that Marx, inspired 
by observations made in England,” had foreseen, then the trans¬ 
mission of these good practices would operate in an almost auto¬ 
matic manner - intelligence being at most required to protect the 


’ Th« words ‘to War* used he«m a seiBetkae to tlttt employed by grdiaers. 

“ In 1888 published a DOte found among the papm 

of Marx, acGOrdiog to whidi Ae author of Cafii*l was wy far oelirring 
that all ftf M i rH uifs must follow the same iines of developtiwit. He did not Wiewt 
that in order to arrive at sorialism, was obliged to begin by daiioymg iB 
Midenl commtinal agricuhure, in order to turn its peasants mio proletarians; « 
seemed possible to him that Russia wuld, ‘without experienciiig die tor^ 
the (ogMalistJ regime, appropriate all of io fruits while devdopuig iB 0 ^ histom 
atuation’. TIbs note of Marx is reproduced by Nicoks-On « his * 

UveUppmeiu icomni^ it la Rusk ittuis I’tgrasukisM da serfs, 
tnms- [Paris, Giaid et Britrc, i90*]i PP’ 5»7-9-' ^ 

a Rusaan crmslatioii of Ae Cwwmimuf Matufesu, Mar* expre^ Ae fimowmg 
hypothetical opinion: ‘If it Aould happen that the Riuman revolution should ^ 
the signal for a workers’ revohitioii in the West, in such a maiUOT two 

revtATtma complement each other, the sparian communism 
seot-dn wr, will beaxane the point of departure for a c^umst ^opmen 
iU MMifau cOTMiismsK, trans. Oiirles Andkr (Paris, Jacques, n.^ *’P.' 
These f«B are suffidert ro show that true Marxism is not as a^lute in lU 
predictions as the enemies of Lenin woJd very much like ro have it, 
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acquisitioas of the bourgeois past from the illusions of revolutionary 
simpletons. In order to give to Russian socialism a foundation that 
a Marxist (such as Lenin) may regard as secure, a prodigious effort 
of intelligence is required: the latter must be in a position to demon¬ 
strate to the directco^ of production the value of certain rules 
derived from the experience of a highly developed capitalism; it is 
necessary to have them accepted by the masses, by virtue of the 
moral authority enjoyed by men who, through their services, have 
secured the confidence of the people; at every instant, the people 
who lead the revolution are obliged to defend it against the instincts 
which always push humanity towards the lowest levels of 
ci^iIization. 

When Lenin asserts that the campaign undertaken to establish 
the socialist regime in Russia upon a permanent basis is a thousand 
times more difficult than the most difficult military campaign, he 
is not guilty of exaggeration. He is right to say that never have 
revolutionaries found themselves confronted with a task similar to 
his; formerly the innovators had only to destroy certain reput^y 
harmful institutions, while the reconstruction was left to the initia¬ 
tives of those whom the search for extra profits led to throw them¬ 
selves into such enterprises; but the bohhevikt are obliged to destroy 
and to reconstruct, in such a way that the capitalists will no longer 
come to interpose themselves between society and the workers. No 
substantial progress can be made in industry without passiiig 
through various swges; the directors of production must stop in 
time when they are following the wrong track and see if there is 
not a better chance of succeeding by another method; this is what 
is called ‘learning by experience’. Lenin is not one of those theorists 
who believes that their genius puts themselves above the evidence 
of reality; he is, therefore, very careful to note the lessons provided 
by practical experience since Ac Revolution. 

For Russian socialism to succeed in establishing a stable econ¬ 
omy, it is necessary therefore that the intelligence of Ae revolution¬ 
aries should be very alert, very well informed and very free from 
prejudices. Even Aough Lenin might not carry out his whole pro¬ 
gramme he could leave to Ae world very important lessom from 
whiA European society could draw profit.'' Lenin may, justifiably, 

" See Jie speech by Lenin translated in L'Hamnili. 4 September 1919. 
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be proud of what his comrades are doing; the Russian workers are 
acquiring an immortal glory by approaching the realization of what 
until now has only been an abstract idea. 


Despite the predictions of the great men of the Entente, bolshevism 
does nor seem easy to suppress; the English and French govern¬ 
ments should begin to recognize that they were mistaken in bending 
an obliging ear to wealthy Russians who live in the capitals of the 
West; this entire world is completely alien to the ideas that have 
taken hold among the workers and the peasants of their country. 
Although he has lived for a long time outside Russia, Lenin has 
remained a true Muscovite. When the time arrives which allows the 
evaluation of present-day events with historical impartiality, it will 
be recognized that bolshevism owed a great part of its strength to 
the fact that the masses saw it as a protest against an oligarchy 
whose greatest concern was not to appear Russian; at the end of 
1917, the former mouthpiece of the Black Hundreds said that the 
bolsheviks had ‘proved that they were more Russian than the rebels 
Laiedin, Roussky,*^ etc., who had betrayed the tsar and the home¬ 
land’ (Le Journal de Genhse, 20 December 19J7); Russia pabaitly 
endures much suffering because she feels herself finally governed 
by a true Muscovite. 

For the last two centuries, one tsar alone bad wanted to be Russian: 
this was Nicholas 1 . ‘1 love my country’, he said to Custine in 1S39, 
‘and I believe that I have understood it; 1 assure you that when I 
am weary of all the troubles of our time I try to forget the rest of 
Europe by retiring to the interior of Russia. No one is more Russian 
than 1 .’“ Custine considered that Nicholas wanted to return ‘to its 
own nature a nation led astray for over a century along paths of 
servile imitation’; the emperor demanded especially that Russian be 
spoken at court, although most of the women did not know the 
national language.'' He regretted that Nicholas, ‘despite his strong 
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practical sense and his profound sagacity’, did not have the courage 
to abandon Saint Petersburg for Moscow: ‘By this return, he might 
have repaired the error of Tsar Peter who, instead of training his 
boyars in the play-house he built for them on the shores of the 
Baltic, might have been able and should have civilized them at 
home, taking advantage of the admirable elements that nature had 
put at his disposal, elements which he ignored with disdain, with a 
levity of spirit unworthy of a superior man, which he was in certain 
respects ... Either Russia will not fulfil what appears to us to be 
its destiny tnr Moscow will agun become one day the capital of the 
empire. If ever I were to see the throne of Russia majestically 
restored to its true home, I would say: the Slav nation, triumphir^ 
through a just pride over the vanity of its leaders, finally lives its 
own life.’'* 

The accidents of war have led the bolsheviks to effect this transfer; 
if it came to pass that they were to succumb under the blows of 
their enemies, it is not likely that a government of reaction would 
dare to remove from old Moscow its status as capiul;'* thus, admit¬ 
ting that the new regime may not last, it would have contributed to 
the reinforcement of Muscovitism in a society whose rulers had for 
a long time oriented their minds towards the West. 

It is by reference to the Muscovite characteristics of bolshevism 
that as a historian one may speak of the process of revolutionary 
repression in Russia.” There are certainly many lies in the accu¬ 
sations that the press of the Entente direct against the iolshezhks, 
but properly to evaluate the painful episodes of the Russian Revol¬ 
ution one must ask oneself what would the great tsars have done 
had they been threatened by revolts similar to those which the 


separated from Russia the capiul would find itself 


Ibid., Ill, pp. 271-3. 

If Finland and Estonia n 

poorly placed at the mouth of the Neva. u-k 

" U Journal Je Gnive i>f 27 September 1917 reports a speech of Lcmn m which 
he opposes Ac measures of general proscription decreed following the attempt 10 
assasMitate lum «the beginning of the month. It seems that it was *c 

had entered the revolutkmary movement who are pnmatily sponsible tor the 

terroristic measures bismed upon the belshewis. This hypothesis app^to me 0 
be all the mott rasombU given that the intervention of the Jews in the Hungarian 

Soviet Republic has not been a happy one. 

'* Our compatriots, who beUeve themselves to be the most clever men in ™ 
have acwpted, like fboU, the most absurd cal^nies by impudeni 

journalists with the etpress purpose of dishonouring the hlsknnts. 
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Republic of soviett is obliged to defeat quickly if it does aot wish to 
commit suicide; they would certainly have reaped from the most 
terrifying severities in order to wipe out conspiracies supported 
from abroad and swarming with assassins.” On the other hand, 
the national traditions provided the Red Guards with innumerable 
precedents which they believed they had the right to imitate in 
order to defend the Revolulion;“ after a war of frightening blood¬ 
shed, in the course of which we have seen General Kornilov mass¬ 
acre entire regiments (Le Journal de Genive, i6 October 1917), 
human life cannot be respected in Russia;^' the number of people 
shot by the hkheviks is, in any case, considerably less that the 
number of victims of the blockade oiganized by the official rep¬ 
resentatives of democratic Justice. 

Lenin is not, after all, a candidate for the prize of virtue awarded 
by the Academic Fran9aise; he is answerable only to history, 

the only truly important question that the philosopher should 
address is that of knowing whether he is contributing to the orien¬ 
tation of Russia towards the construction of a republic of the pro¬ 
ducers, capable of encompassing an economy as progressive as that 
of our capitalist democracies. 


By way of conclusion, let us return to the moral complicity which, 
according to U Journal de Ceneve, links me with Lenin. I do not 
believe that, in any of my writings, I have presented an apology for 
proscriptions; it is therefore absurd to imagine, as Professor Paul 


'» Ob iSeptember 1918 le PentParim, m organ dear wour Joseph PrudiuminB, 
published sn irtkte of wiW enthusUsm m honour of Dors Kaplan, who had )U« 
atteniDted to assassiiiate Lenin. 

» A cM^pondem of L, de Genive asb if the RuMian ^nw- 

revolutionarie* did Mt count greatly on the assistance of tnn^ el«~«t». 
because they had distnbuted ptodamations calling upon the ^utonon to 
acre Uw ysnpms and the revolutionaries’ (14 October 1917). In 
Red Guards could believe that, by suppressing the enemies most detemMeO ffl 
„Krain.t. ihon ia the OS, »f vteor,. ilu, .,r. tngw 
“ Th, pijitiooiis .ho iMtolim -rith aoontoo ih. >!« r™''' 
a bloc have little iustifioiion in their dispUys of seventy towards the felsAersfr, 

dr. L iSd by Oopes^o oapoOhle lev dea* 

as osany people aa the ieltlmis. denoooeed by the fiieada of Oemeoceau as 
abominable btfbaiians. 



Reflections on violence 


Seippel does, that Lenin may have found in Reflections on Violence 
any incitement to tenorism; but if he had really pondered on them 
during his stay in Switzerland they could have exercised upon his 
genius an entirely different influence than that of which my accuser 
speaks. It would not have been impossible that this book, so Proud- 
honian in inspiration, had led I.^nin to adopt the doctrines set out 
by Proudhon in La Guerre el la paix. If this hypothesis were correct, 
he might have been led to believe, with all the energy of his passion¬ 
ate soul, that violations of the laws of war have infallible historical 
sanctions. His indomitable resistance could then be easily 
explained.^ 

This is a statement that I would willingly attribute to Lenin. The 
war of starvation that the capitalist democracies are directing against 
the Republic of d\e sonirtr is a war of cowardice; it leads to nothing 
less than the denial of the true laws of war defined by Proudhon; 
accepting the possibility that the Red Guards were obliged to capitu¬ 
late, the fraudulent victory of the Entente would only produce 
ephemeral results. By contrast, the heroic efforts of the Russian 
proletariat warrant history’s reward for bringing about the triumph 
of institutions in whose defence so many sacrifices have been made 
by the worker and peasant masses of Russia. History, according to 
Renan, rewarded the military virtues by giving Rome the Mediter¬ 
ranean empire; despite the innumerable abuses of the conquest, the 
legions accomplished what he called ‘the work of God’;^’ if we are 
grateful to the Roman soldiers for having replaced aborted, strayed 
and impotent civilizations by a civilization whose pupils we still are 
in law, literature and monuments, how grateful will not die future 
have to be towards die Russian soldiers of socialism! How lightly 
will the historians weigh the criticiMns of the rhetoricians charged 
by democracy with denouncing the excesses of die bolskeviks\ New 
Carthage* must not triumph over what is now the Rome of the 
proletariat. 

And this finally is what I permit myself to add on my own 
account: Cursed be the plutocratic democracies that are starving 


“ A French writer, who has seen the Mhtvks at woit, speaks of the ‘swbborn and 
inspired mysticism’ of Lenin (Etienne Antonelli, U Russie Mchevme tPans, Gt»a- 

“ (Ernest] Renw, histoire du peupU d’Israll [Paris, Cahnann-livy, 1887-93], 
p. 267. 
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Russia; I am only an old man whose life is at the mercy of trifling 
accidents; but may I, before descending into my grave, see the hum- 
ilation of the arrogant bourgeois democracies, today shamelessly tri- 
umphanl!^'* 


« In closing Reflections on Violence, I pay a final tribute to 

to whom this book is dedicated; it was in thinking of a past filled with Ubour tlut 
! wrote- ‘Happy is the nun who has known a devoted wife, strong and proud in 
her love, who will always keep ever present his youth, who will ^ent his sotI 
from ever being satisfied, who will always remind him of thi^liganons of Ins 
task and who, at times, will even reveal to him his genius, ^ese remarks a« 
taken from Sorel’s earlier essay ‘Jean-Jicques Rousseau , Lt Mouvetnens socut/wr 

ai («W)-P- SI3 I 
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